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Magistrsko delo vključuje angleške in slovenske idiome, ki vsebujejo dele telesa (roka, noga, 
glava) z namenom potrditve hipoteze, ki pravi, da so pomeni teh besednih zvez motivirani s 
strani kognitivnih mehanizmov, kot so splošno sprejeto znanje ter konceptualne metafore in 
metonimije. Prav tako naloga dokazuje, da je veliko somatskih frazemov utemeljenih na 
utelešeni kogniciji. Z uporabo konceptualne teorije Georga Lakoffa je raziskano, ali je možno 
predvideti pomen somatskih frazemov na podlagi pomenov posameznih besed, ki sestavljajo 
frazem. Analiza predstavljena v tej raziskavi kaže na to, da so pri govorcih obeh jezikov na delu 
kognitivne strategije, ko sklepajo o pomenih idiomov, osnovanih na delih telesa. Prav tako že 
samo dejstvo, da pri sklepanju o pomenu fraze govorci aktivirajo določene ključne besede 
znotraj idioma, nakazuje na to, da je figurativni pomen vsaj do neke mere možno predvideti iz 
pomena sestavnih delov. Dokazana je znatna stopnja ujemanja med angleščino in slovenščino 
v številu idiomatskih izrazov z enakim figurativnim pomenom in enakimi konceptualnimi 
strategijami v ozadju. Obravnavani so tudi primeri motivacije pomena, ki so specifični le za en 
jezik. 
 
Ključne besede: kognitivno jezikoslovje, somatski frazemi, utelešena kognicija, splošno 








The thesis comprises English and Slovene idioms containing parts of the human body (hand 
(arm), foot (leg), and head) in order to support the hypothesis that these expressions are 
motivated by cognitive mechanisms, such as general conventional knowledge and conceptual 
metaphors and metonymies. Furthermore, many somatic idioms presented are shown to be 
grounded in embodiment. The conceptual theory developed mainly by George Lakoff is used 
in order to find whether the figurative meaning of idioms containing body parts is predictable 
from the meanings of their constituent parts. The analysis presented in this study shows that 
cognitive strategies are at work when speakers of both languages infer the figurative meaning 
of somatic idioms. Also, the fact that during the process of inference of meaning speakers 
activate the key words in idioms suggests that the overall figurative meaning of many idioms 
is predictable from the meanings of their constituent parts. It is also presented that there is a 
considerable degree of correspondence between English and Slovene in that there are idiomatic 
expressions in both languages which share their figurative meaning as well as the same 
underlying conceptual strategies. Some cases of language-specific meaning motivation are 
observed as well. 
 
Key words: cognitive linguistics, somatic idioms, embodiment, conventional knowledge, 
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Most languages have vast numbers of idiomatic expressions whose meanings differ from their 
literal interpretations in several ways. Consider how people blow off steam to not lose their 
marbles, or we have to decide whether to hold our tongue or go ahead and spill the beans.  
Traditional theories assume that idioms once had metaphorical origins but now exist as “dead” 
metaphors with their figurative meaning directly postulated in the mental lexicon (Gibbs et al. 
1997: 142). Idioms are also described as non-compositional since the figurative meaning of 
these phrases is different from the functions of the meaning of their individual parts. Learning 
the meaning of idioms requires that speakers form arbitrary links between idioms and their 
nonliteral meaning to recognize that to blow off steam means ‘to relieve pent-up emotions’ and 
so on.  
However, determining the link between an idiom and its figurative meaning is complicated due 
to the great number of idioms that have roughly the same meaning – they denote the same 
concept or idea. For example, spill the beans, let the cat out of the bag, blow the lid, and blow 
the whistle, all mean ‘to reveal a secret.’ According to the traditional view of idiomaticity, there 
is no particular reason why each of these different phrases means just that. The link between an 
idiom and its figurative meaning is supposed to be arbitrary and unable to be predicted from 
the meaning of its individual words. Cognitive linguists have taken issue with the established 
traditional view of idioms. Research in the field has shown that there are actually many 
individual words and idioms that systematically contribute to the overall figurative 
interpretations of these phrases. Hence the meanings of idioms can be partially motivated “in 
that speakers recognize some relationship between words in idioms and their overall figurative 
interpretations” (Gibbs and O’Brien 1990: 36). 
Furthermore, we define what is meaningful to us through our interactions with and within the 
physical and cultural world. Our body plays a crucial role in our understanding of the world 
and our place in it. Human meaning and understanding could therefore in part be seen as 
metaphorical mappings from the concrete world to the abstract. What follows is that our body 
(with all of its functions and experiences) is potentially a universal source domain for 
metaphorical mappings onto abstract domains. Human beings all have the same basic body 
structure and share basic bodily functions and experiences, regardless of racial or ethnic 
variances. Lakoff (1987) stresses that idiomatic expressions are both conceptually motivated 
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and bodily motivated. For that reason, the choice of idioms included in the study was limited 
to the body-part domain. Lakoff clarifies the salience of body-part idioms in terms of cognitive 
development as children understand the world in terms of their bodies and the relations between 
their bodies and the world. The cognitive development from concrete to abstract is reflected in 
linguistic development, where concrete terms come to serve figurative purposes. 
While the body and bodily experiences are potentially universal source domains for the 
conceptual metaphors underlying some abstract concepts, cultural models set up specific 
perceptions of certain parts of the body and aspects of bodily experience as especially 
significant and meaningful in the understanding of those abstract concepts. These cultural 
models have an “interpretative function in viewing the body and its role in grounding metaphor” 
(Maalej and Yu 2011: 6). This means that different cultures may interpret the same embodied 
experience differently and attach different meanings to the same body parts. Similarly, it is 
possible that different body parts or bodily experiences are mapped onto the same abstract 
concepts. 
 
2) Research questions and aims 
 
In accordance with Lakovian cognitive linguistics and metaphoric analysis, the aim of this 
thesis is to provide evidence supporting the idea that the figurative meanings of idioms are not 
entirely arbitrary but are motivated by conceptual metaphors and the images that speakers 
associate with certain constituent parts (Lakoff 1987). Furthermore, the aim is to show that 
these metaphors are grounded in embodied experience (Gibbs 1997). To achieve this, the 
connection between the symbolic values of several body parts and the global idiomatic meaning 
of the idioms mentioning these body parts will be analysed. The thesis will examine whether 
there is a connection between the cross-cultural meaning of the body-part lexeme and its 
metaphoric value within the idiom. 
The thesis aims to answer questions such as: 
- What processes are involved in the creation of meaning in the idiom pairs? 
- Which cognitive mechanisms are at work in the creation of meaning?   
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- What concepts does the lexical word for the body part convey in the Slovenian and English 
versions of the idiom pairs? 
Therefore, the aim of the thesis is to show how specific body parts and bodily experiences 
associated with them are projected in the Slovene and English cultures, using cognitive 
mechanisms such as conventional knowledge, metonymy and metaphor, onto more abstract 
domains.  
I believe that idioms are some of the core phrases to be taught in an EFL classroom, and when 
learning a language in general. However, they are also stated to be among the most difficult 
ones for the learners to comprehend. I believe one of the reasons for this are the current (i.e. 
traditional) teaching methods. They suggest simply learning the idioms by heart, while they 
offer no guidance on how to use them in context. Cognitive linguists offer one of the alternative 
approaches which advocates that the learners’ awareness of the motivations behind meanings 
will help with remembering and using figurative phrases better than the traditional method of 
memorizing the words through translations. By analysing several examples of my own, I aim 
to provide additional evidence supporting a new approach to teaching idioms.  
 




Idioms are most commonly defined as “a group of words established by usage as having a 
meaning not deducible from those of the individual words” (Lexico, Oxford dictionary online). 
Due to their non-compositionality, one of the most common ideas in linguistics and language 
teaching is that idiom are “dead” metaphors. According to Gibbs (1992: 485) idiom supposedly 
lost their metaphoricity over time and now exist as “frozen semantic units.” Metaphors are seen 
as lively, creative, resistant to literal paraphrase, while idioms are being described as dead 
expressions, equivalent in meaning to simple phrases. Lakoff and Turner spite this idea, 
claiming that the idioms that are so automatic that they are unconscious and effortless, are 
actually the most alive and so deeply entrenched (129). The stock of these so called “dead 
metaphors” actually sustain the conceptual system and even cognition in general.  
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In many curriculums idioms are presented as phrases with set meanings which are meant to be 
learnt by heart, teaching or having the learners think nothing about the motivations behind the 
meanings. It is also evident how most dictionaries give simple definitions for idioms. For 
instance, to have a hand in is defined as ‘to be involved in something,’ a foot in the door ‘the 
initial step toward a goal,’ turn a blind eye ‘be oblivious,’ hold your head high ‘to be proud.’ 
Nevertheless, dictionary definitions and simple translations do not necessarily reflect the 
complexity in the speakers’ mental representations for words and phrases. Yet many semantic 
theories assume that the meanings of idioms are best represented by simple definitions because 
idioms are mostly dead (Gibbs 1992: 485). 
Nunberg, Sag and Wasow (1994: 492 – 493) stressed how single-criterion definitions of idioms 
can be misleading. Even when defining the so called prototypical idioms (like kick the bucket, 
shoot the breeze) we usually make judgements on the basis of several properties of the phrase, 
such as:  
 Conventionality: Idioms and their use cannot be (entirely) predicted on the basis of 
knowledge of conventions that determine the use of the constituent words when they 
are used separately. Their meaning and use has been conventionalized, agreed upon by 
members of a speaking community.   
 Inflexibility: Unlike freely composed expressions, idioms usually appear only in a 
limited number of syntactic frames (*the bucket was kicked, *the breeze is hard to 
shoot) 
 Figuration: Some form of figuration is usually involved in order to be able to assign the 
literal meanings to the idioms. These usually include metaphors (open sb’s eyes), 
metonymies (lend a hand, count heads), hyperboles (I’d rather stab my own eye out 
than spend another minute with you), or other kinds. 
 Proverbiality: Idioms are typically used to describe and explain a recurrent situation of 
a “particular social interest” (becoming mad, telling a secret etc.) in relation or 
resemblance to a scenario involving concrete things and relations (flip your lid, spill the 
beans etc.) 
 Informality: Idioms are typically used in a relatively informal or colloquial register, as 
well as popular speech and oral culture 




Problems arise from the fact that apart from conventionality, none of these properties 
necessarily apply to all idioms. When phrases are missing several of the relevant characteristics, 
we tend to become reluctant to call them idioms (Nunberg et al. 1994: 494). 
The category of idiom involves metaphors (e.g. spill the beans), metonymies (e.g. throw up 
one's hands), pairs of words (e.g. cats and dogs), idioms with it (e.g. live it up), similes (e.g. as 
easy as pie), sayings (e.g. a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush), phrasal verbs (e.g. come 
up, as in 'Christmas is coming up'), grammatical idioms (e.g. let alone), and others (Kövecses 
2010: 231). 
In the traditional view, idioms are regarded as a “special set of the larger category of words.” 
They are presumed to be a matter of language alone and independent of any conceptual system. 
According to the traditional view, idioms are viewed as having certain syntactic properties and 
a meaning that is special, relative to the meanings of the linguistic forms that comprise it. Idioms 
are also considered to be independent of each other. This follows from the previous view that 
idioms are simply a matter of language. If this was the case, then we would characterise them 
individually, solely according to their syntactic properties and meaning (Kövecses 2010: 231). 
However, it will be shown that multiple idioms share the same meaning. 
 In the traditional view, linguistic meaning is “divorced” from the human conceptual system 
and conventional knowledge shared by the speakers of a language (Kövecses 2010: 232). The 
fact that idioms are regarded as linguistic expressions that are independent of any conceptual 
system and that they are isolated from each other at the conceptual level has presented as a 
significant obstacle in understanding the nature of idioms and applying this understanding in 
the teaching of foreign languages (ibid.). 
 
Idioms from the cognitive perspective 
 
In the last decades, numerous linguists, philosophers, psychologists, psycholinguists, and 
anthropologists have begun to challenge many doctrines about some fundamentally important 
aspects of the study of language. The “traditional” views of the nature of meaning, of metaphor, 
of categorization, of syntax, of the relationship between form and meaning, and of that between 
linguistic meaning and encyclopaedic knowledge that speakers of a language share, etc. have 
been challenged by researchers such as George Lakoff, Ronald Langacker, Mark Johnson, 
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Zoltan Kövecses, Raymond Gibbs and others. Their new approach to the study of language has 
changed the perceptions of many linguistic phenomena, idioms included. Issues such as the 
systematic nature of idioms, the conceptual mappings responsible for much of the meaning of 
idioms, the motivations behind the meanings of idioms, and the various kinds of cognitive 
mechanisms (like metaphor, metonymy, conventional knowledge) on which idioms are based 
have been put forward.  
Following these findings, an important generalization can be made that many, or perhaps most, 
idioms are products of our conceptual system, and not simply a matter of the lexicon, i.e. of 
language. An idiom is not just an expression that has a meaning which is in some way special 
in relation to the meanings of its constituent parts, but it arises from our more general knowledge 
of the world, embodied in our conceptual system (Kövecses and Szabó 1996: 330). In other 
words, most idioms are conceptual, and not linguistic, in nature. Therefore the meanings of 
idioms can be seen as motivated and not arbitrary. 
Kövecses stressed that motivation is to be distinguished from prediction. When it is stated that 
the meaning of an idiom is motivated this does not mean that meaning is entirely predictable 
from the non-idiomatic meaning of an idiom and the words it is associated with (e.g. the 
meaning of to spark off ‘to begin’ cannot be directly redicted from the words “spark” and “off”). 
Motivation is a much weaker notion than prediction. In some cases, there is not any conceptual 
motivation for the meaning of idioms at all (as in the case of kick the bucket (Lakoff 1987)). 
The motivation for the occurrence of particular words in a large number of idioms can be 
thought of as a cognitive mechanism that links domains of knowledge to idiomatic meanings 
(Kövecses 2010: 233). 
According to Kövecses and Szabó (1996: 352), the meaning of many idioms depends on the 
following factors:  
1. source-target relationship, which determines the general meaning of idioms;  
2. systematic correspondences, or mappings, between the source and target domains, which 
provide more specific meaning of idioms;  
3. particular knowledge structures, or inferences, associated with the source domain, i.e. the 
general knowledge of the world; 




Gibbs (1992) dived even deeper to show how and why idioms actually differ in meaning from 
their literal paraphrases. Consider the phrases blow your stack, flip your lid, and hit the ceiling 
and why people would use these expressions to convey ‘getting very angry’? In his work What 
do idioms really mean?, Gibbs shows how these idioms have “complex semantic 
configurations” (486) that are motivated by two conceptual metaphors – MIND IS A 
CONTAINER and ANGER IS HEATED FLUID IN A CONTAINER, thus not equivalent to 
their literal paraphrases (to get angry). The MIND IS A CONTAINER metaphor is part of the 
more general CONDUIT metaphor, and the ANGER IS HEAT metaphor stems from the 
speakers’ common knowledge of the physiological effects of anger (increased body heat, 
increased internal pressure, and agitation (Lakoff 1987: 381)). As a result, what helps people 
conceptualize these abstract notions in more concrete terms is the metaphorical mapping of 
knowledge from a source domain (e.g., heated fluid in a container) onto a target domain (e.g., 
the anger emotion). Gibbs explained that our understanding of how too much heated fluid in a 
container can cause an explosion is mapped onto the target domain of anger. We conceptualize 
the “explosion” of someone’s anger as being very intense and unintentional. Such general 
metaphorical mappings prompt different entailments that provide specific understanding of the 
causes, intentionality, manner, and consequences of the activities described by “stacks blowing, 
lids flipping, and ceilings being hit.” Yet, literal paraphrases of these idioms (i.e. ‘to get very 
angry’) do not infer the causes, intentionality, and manner in which people experience and 
express their emotions of anger (Gibbs 1992: 486 – 487). 
Like all other words and phrasal lexical items in the language, idioms are fixed by convention. 
In addition to the cases like the ones mentioned above, which are parts of whole metaphorical 
systems, Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 55) described idiosyncratic metaphorical expressions that 
are not used systematically in our language or thought and stand alone. These are set 
expressions like the foot of the mountain, a head of cabbage, the leg of a table, etc. These 
expressions are described as isolated instances of metaphorical concepts, where there is usually 
only one instance of a used part. For example, the foot of the mountain is the only used part of 
the metaphor A MOUNTAIN IS A PERSON. The authors describe examples like these as 
idiosyncratic, unsystematic, and isolated. In other words, they do not interact with other 
metaphors and play no particular role in our conceptual system, and should be distinguished 
from the systematic metaphorical expression.  
Dobrovolsky and Piirainen further note that idioms based on the same conceptual metaphor 
frequently expose semantic differences. English idioms spill the beans and blow the lid off 
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activate the same metaphors MIND IS A CONTAINER and IDEAS ARE PHYSICAL 
ENTITIES. The difference however arises from the corresponding mental images. Whereas 
spill the bean evokes the image of an accidental action, blow the lid off evokes the image of an 
observer who makes an effort to uncover the container (in Okoye and Mmadike 2016: 111). 
Most literal paraphrases of idioms are not motivated by the same conceptual metaphors as are 
idioms. Nevertheless, there are many literal expressions that make sense to the speakers because 
they are also motivated by conceptual metaphors. For example, the expressions: He attacked 
every weak point in my argument; I demolished his argument; and His criticisms were right on 
target seem as quite literal. Yet each of these expressions is motivated by the same conceptual 
metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR, since arguments are understood in terms of war. On the other 
hand, simple literal paraphrases of idioms, such as ‘to get very angry’ or ‘to reveal the secret’ 
are not by themselves motivated by conceptual metaphors and therefore do not retain the same 
complex interpretations as do idiomatic phrases (Gibbs and O’Brien 1990: 487). 
These findings provide empirical evidence that conceptual metaphors motivate many kinds of 
systematic expressions, idioms included, and that the source domains in many conceptual 
metaphors are inherently structured as ‘image schemas’ which arise from regular bodily 
experiences. As follows, part of how people make sense of different linguistic expressions is 




A comprehensive clarification of embodiment and the embodied mind is found in Lakoff and 
Johnson’s Philosophy in the Flesh (1999), where the authors claim that a major finding of 
cognitive science is the fact that the mind is inherently embodied. They explain the notion of 
an embodied mind in terms of reason which is not disembodied, but arises from the nature of 
our bodies and bodily experience. The same neural and cognitive mechanisms that allow us to 
perceive the world around us and move around also create our conceptual systems and modes 
of reason: “to understand reason we must understand the specifics of our visual system, our 
motor system, and the general mechanisms of neural binding” (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 4). 
The authors further explain how spatial-relations concepts are embodied in different ways. 
Concepts like front and back arise from the body and depend on the body. The same goes for 
 
9  
“essential forcedynamic” schemas: pushing, pulling, propelling, supporting, and balance. We 
comprehend these especially through our arms, hands, and legs and our ability to move them. 
By the same token, every time we move, or see something else move, we understand that 
movement in terms of, what the authors call, a source-path-goal schema (Lakoff and Johnson 
1999: 36). 
Furthermore, Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors we live by (1980: 82) speaks of experiential 
gestalts which are based on the nature of our bodies, our interactions with the physical 
environment and our interactions with other members of our culture. Our understanding of the 
world emerges from interaction and “constant negotiation” with the environment and people 
around us. The nature of our bodies and our environment (physical and cultural) impose 
structure on our experience. Recurring experiences lead to the formation of mental categories 
– experiential gestalts with natural dimensions (parts, stages, causes, etc.). In other words, we 
understand our experience directly when it is structured in terms of gestalts that have emerged 
directly from interaction with and in our environment. We understand experience 
metaphorically when we use a gestalt from one domain of experience to structure experience in 
another domain. In more detail, the authors claim that experiential gestalts are 
multidimensional structured wholes, and the various dimensions (participants, parts, stages, 
etc.) are categories that arise naturally from our experience. The dimension of participants 
(e.g., people, animals, objects) emerges from the concept of the SELF as an actor that can be 
distinguished from the actions they perform. Additionally, we experience ourselves as having 
parts (arms, legs, etc.) that can be controlled independently. As a result we experience physical 
objects in terms of parts that they have or those we impose upon them – by our perceptions, our 
interactions with them, or our uses for them. The most general motor functions enable us to 
know where we are and the position we are in (initial conditions), to start to move (beginning), 
to carry out the motor function (middle), and stop (end), which leaves us in a final state. 
Furthermore, the control of our simplest motor functions requires us to put them in the right 
linear sequence. People also have needs and desires and we know that we can execute certain 
actions (crying, moving, manipulating objects) to satisfy them. 
In addition, Lakoff and Johnson developed the idea of ‘image schemata’ or ‘embodied 
schemata.’ A schema consists of a small number of parts and relations, which structure 
numerous perceptions, images, and events. Image schemata operate at a level of mental 
organization between abstract propositional structures, on the one side, and particular concrete 
images, on the other (Johnson 1987: 29). Schemas are structures that organize our mental 
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representations at a level more general and abstract than that at which we form particular mental 
images. Kant argued that an image or mental picture will always be of one particular thing, 
which may not share all the same features with another thing of the same kind. The schema, on 
the other hand, contains structural features common to many different objects, events, activities, 
and bodily movements (in Johnson 1987: 24). In other words, schemas are used for organizing 
our experience and comprehension. We construct and understand categories on the basis of 
concrete experiences, and under the constraints imposed, primarily our bodies (Johnson 1987, 
xiv). Moreover, Johnson explained that existing concepts may impose further structuring on 
our experience but basic experiential structures are present regardless, by making a case for the 
embodiment of certain kinaesthetic image schemas. Take, for example, the CONTAINER 
schema. A schema which consists of a boundary distinguishing an interior from an exterior. 
The CONTAINER schema defines the most basic distinction between IN and OUT. We 
understand our own bodies as containers, separated from the outside world with skin (in Lakoff 
1987: 271).  
Lakoff explained that only a small fraction of our categories have been formed by conscious 
acts of categorization, since most are shaped spontaneously and unconsciously as a result of 
functioning in the everyday world. We learn new categories recurrently and they are subject to 
unconscious reshaping and, to some extent, change, yet, we cannot have full conscious control 
over how and what we categorize (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 18). He further emphasised that, 
besides determining what will be categorised, our bodies and brains also determine what kinds 
of categories we will have and the structure of those. Our eyes, ears, arms and legs work in 
specific ways, and the properties of the human body contribute to the peculiarities of our 
conceptual system. Our visual system is equipped with “topographic maps” and orientation-
sensitive cells, which provides structure for how spatial relations are conceptualised. Motion 
also has a key role in our conceptual system since we are able to move in certain ways and also 
track other things in motion. The fact that we have muscles and that we can use them to apply 
force in certain ways, Lakoff says, leads to the structure of our system of causal concepts. We 
all have bodies and thought has been presented to be somehow embodied, nonetheless, what is 
important is that our very possibilities for conceptualization and categorization are shaped by 
the peculiar nature of our bodies (Lakoff and Johnson 1999: 19). 
“Body schema” has been normally used to refer to long-term, organized knowledge about the 
spatial characteristics of human bodies. In this sense, it refers to a certain class of long-term 
representations and can be placed in juxtaposition to other object representations (Reed 2002: 
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233). The body schema includes the “invariant properties” of the human body. For example, it 
includes the knowledge of body functions, information about the spatial relations among body 
parts, the degrees of movement at joints of certain body parts, etc. As it contains information 
relevant to all bodies, since all human beings have the same basic body structure, the body 
schema is used to represent other people as well as the self (ibid.). 
We experience our own bodies and our environments through body movement. People are 
active beings and motion of body parts is closely tied to function of body parts. Body parts that 
perform more movements or functions are likely to be more significant in language construction 
as well (Tversky, Morrison, and Zacks 2002: 224).  
Moreover, Gibbs (2005: 13) stressed the interaction between mind, body, and culture. He 
claimed that all theories of human conceptual systems should be inherently cultural in that the 
cognition which occurs when “the body meets the world” is always culturally-based. People in 
different cultures have the same physiologies, but they think, understand, and interpret their 
bodily experiences differently. They are always deeply influenced by cultural variation and 
cannot be defined universally (Enfield et al. 2006: 140). 
In other words, while the human body, with its experiences and functions, is a potentially 
universal source domain, because all humans (despite their racial or ethnic differences) have 
the same body structure and share some common bodily experiences and functions, which 
essentially define them as human beings, cultural models set up specific perspectives from 
which certain body parts and aspects of bodily experience are viewed as especially relevant and 
important in the understanding of those abstract concepts. Cultural models may thus interpret 
the same embodied experiences differently and attach different values to the same body part or 
bodily experiences. Consequently, it is possible that different parts of the body are selected to 
map onto different abstract concepts in different cultures and languages (Maalej and Yu 2011: 
6). 
Embodiment is necessarily facilitated through metaphoric mappings that link a source domain 
with a target domain. The embodiment theory led to the creation of the Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory (CMT) which states that our conceptual system in terms of which we both think and 
act, is essentially metaphorical in nature, and evidence of that can be found in the language 
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 3). The claim is that metaphors as linguistic expressions are possible 




Metaphor and metonymy 
 
Metaphor 
A metaphor consists of two conceptual domains in which one domain is understood in terms 
of another (e.g. ANGER IS HEAT, THE MIND IS A CONTAINER etc.). Kövecses (2010: 4) 
defines a conceptual domain as “any coherent organization of experience.” We draw 
metaphorical expressions from one conceptual domain (the source domain) to understand 
another (target domain). 
We distinguish between primary and complex metaphors. Primary metaphors arise 
spontaneously and are directly grounded in our everyday experience (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 
255). Moreover, Christopher Johnson’s Theory of Conflation states that connections between 
subjective emotions and sensorimotor experiences develop during early childhood. For 
example, the AFFECTION IS WARMTH metaphor arises from our earliest experiences of 
affection that correspond to the physical experience of warmth of being held closely. 
Furthermore, Joe Grady’s Theory of Primary Metaphor states that complex metaphors are 
“molecular” constructions of “atomic” parts, i.e. the primary metaphors. The construction 
process is called conceptual blending. Srini Narayanan’s Neural Theory of Metaphor explains 
that the associations created during the phase of blending are actual neural connections between 
the involved brain regions (in Gibbs 2008: 26). 
Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner’s Theory of Conceptual Blending states that distinct 
domains can be co-activated (similar to Johnson’s Theory of Conflation) and new cross-domain 
associations can be established (under certain conditions). As a result, complex metaphors, 
which are new “blends” of previously separate metaphorical domains, are created (in Gibbs 
2008: 53). 
 
Types of metaphors  
 
Metaphors in which one concept is metaphorically structured in terms of another, like the two 
provided above, are called structural metaphors. The MIND IS A CONTAINER metaphor is 
part of the more general CONDUIT metaphor. Michael Reddy observed that our language is 
structured by the following complex metaphor:  
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IDEAS (or MEANINGS) ARE OBJECTS + 
LINGUISTIC EXPRESSIONS ARE CONTAINERS + 
COMMUNICATION IS SENDING 
Essentially, the speakers put their ideas (objects) into words (containers) and send them (along 
a conduit) to a hearer who takes the idea/object out of the word/container. Consider examples 
such as “It’s hard to get that idea across to him,” “I gave you that idea,” or “Try to pack more 
thought into fewer words” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 10). 
The next type of metaphor does not structure one concept in terms of another but arises from 
our own bodies and the way they function in our physical environment. Orientational 
metaphors are based on our physical and cultural experience. They give a concept a spatial 
orientation, for example, HAPPY IS UP (‘That boosted my spirits’), SAD IS DOWN (‘I’m 
feeling down’). Nevertheless, while the polar opposites of up-down, in-out, and other similar 
ones are physical in nature, the orientational metaphors based on them can vary from culture to 
culture, for example “in some cultures the future is in front of us, whereas in others it is in back” 
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 14). 
Moving beyond orientation, what provides further understanding of our experience is our 
experience of physical objects (especially our own bodies) and substances. We view events, 
activities, emotions, and ideas as entities and substances, which provides the basis for 
ontological metaphors. One example is THE MIND IS AN ENTITY metaphor. Consider 
statements such as ‘My mind just isn’t operating today,’ or ‘I’m a little rusty today.’ In both 
cases, the underlying metaphor THE MIND IS A MACHINE gives us the conception of the 
mind as having similar structures and processes as does a computer (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 
27 – 28). 
Furthermore, we perceive ourselves as physical beings, separated from the world by our skin. 
We experience the world as outside us. Each of us, therefore, is a container that has a bounding 
surface and things on the inside and outside of it (in-out orientation), and we view other physical 
objects bounded by surfaces the same. This gives rise to another type of ontological metaphor 
– the container metaphor. In-out orientation is imposed on the natural environment as well 
(e.g. ‘He went into the woods.’) and we even conceptualize our visual field as a container and 
what we see as being inside of it (e.g. ‘He’s out of sight now’). We also use the container 
metaphor to describe events, actions, activities, and states (e.g. ‘Are you in the race tomorrow?,’ 
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‘How did you get out of washing the windows?,’ ‘He is in love.’) (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 
29). 
Sometimes the object used in an ontological metaphor is personified, i.e. we further specify it 
as being a person (e.g. ‘Life has cheated me,’ ‘His religion tells him he cannot smoke.’). This 
allows us to make sense of phenomena in the world in human terms – terms that we can 
understand on the basis of our own motivations, goals, actions, and characteristics (Lakoff and 
Johnson 1980: 34).  
From the previous example it is obvious that we project human qualities onto non-human 
entities and that we are not referring to an actual person. On contrast, in, for example, ‘The 
cappuccino wants the check’ we are not imputing human qualities to the drink, but are in fact 
referring to the person who ordered the drink. In other words, we are using one entity to refer 




Lakoff and Johnson (1980) state that conceptual metonymy is one of the basic characteristics 
of cognition. In conceptual metonymy, a part of an item or something closely associated with 
it stands in for the whole item.  Kövecses (2010) describes metonymy as a cognitive process in 
which one conceptual entity, the vehicle, provides mental access to another conceptual entity, 
the target, within the same domain. He provides three kinds of general metonymies which are 
THE WHOLE FOR THE PART, THE PART FOR THE WHOLE and THE PART FOR THE 
PART. With regard to the part for whole metonymy, Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 36) explain 
that there are many parts that can stand for the whole. However, it is usually the case that the 
part we pick out determines the aspect of the whole we choose to focus on.  
Consider these examples: 
we need some good heads on the project  
and we need some good hands on the project.  
Both are instances of PART FOR WHOLE metonymy THE BODY PART STANDS FOR THE 
PERSON (THE HAND STANDS FOR THE PERSON, THE HEAD STANDS FOR THE 
PERSON). Which part we pick out determines which aspect of the whole we are focusing on. 
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When we say that we need some good heads on the project, we are usually referring to 
"intelligent people." The point is not just to use a part (head) to stand for a whole (person) but 
rather to pick out a particular characteristic of the person, namely, intelligence, which is 
associated with the head. Similarly, good hands refers to “hardworking people” (ibid.). 
It is important to stress that metonymy is not simply a matter of linguistic substitution, but a 
cognitive phenomenon “more fundamental than metaphor and underlying much of our everyday 
thinking” (Maalej and Yu 2011: 8). Metonymy is more directly grounded in our experience and 
many metaphors are actually conceptually motivated by metonymies. In addition, it is important 
to note that the boundary between them can be unclear, i.e. they form a continuum (ibid.).  
Some other commonly used metonymies are PRODUCER FOR THE PRODUCT (‘We bought 
a Ford’ = a car made by the company Ford), OBJECT USED FOR USER (‘The sax has the flu 
today’ = the person playing the saxophone), CONTROLLER FOR CONTROLLED (‘Napoleon 
lost at Waterloo’ = Napoleon’s army), INSTITUTION FOR PEOPLE RESPONSIBLE (‘The 
Senate didn’t agree’ = members of the senate), THE PLACE FOR THE INSTITUTION 
(‘Hollywood isn’t what it used to be’ = the movie industry in Hollywood), THE PLACE FOR 
THE EVENT (‘Watergate changed our politics’ = the political scandal that happened at 
Watergate) (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 39 – 40). 
Another metonymy relevant to this thesis is THE EFFECT OF AN EMOTION FOR THE 
EMOTION metonymy. Kövecses (in Kleinke et al. 2014: 20) states that we often conceptualize 
emotions through the responses emotions produce. Accordingly, a specific-level version of the 
metonymy is BODY HEAT FOR ANGER (“He’s a hothead”), COLDNESS IN THE BODY 
FOR FEAR (“She got cold feet”), and HOLDING THE HEAD HIGH FOR PRIDE (“He held 
his head up high”). This produces the following hierarchy: 
EFFECTS FOR CAUSES 
THE EFFECT OF AN EMOTION FOR THE EMOTION 
BODY HEAT FOR ANGER 
COLDNESS IN THE BODY FOR FEAR 
HOLDING THE HEAD HIGH FOR PRIDE  
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Metonymy often provides the link between our bodily experiences and metaphor in the mapping 
process from concrete experiences to abstract concepts, as will be seen in the discussion of 
body-part idioms.  
In accordance, Kövecses (in Kleinke et al. 2014: 26) stressed that there are many instances 
where it is difficult to distinguish metaphor from metonymy. The reason for this is the nature 
of the connection that exists between elements in our conceptual system. The cases where 
metaphor and metonymy are difficult to distinguish are those where it is not clear whether we 
are dealing with one domain, or frame, or two. He suggests going outside defining metaphor as 
a mapping between two domains and metonymy as involving a mapping within a single domain 
and also taking into account the larger structure of the conceptual system. The knowledge we 
have about the world is organized chiefly in both thematic hierarchies (i.e., vertical taxonomies) 
and frames (i.e., horizontal functional domains). An illustration of this are emotion-related 
expressions like “He is in low spirits.” (‘He is sad’), “She is feeling up.” (‘She is happy’), “He 
is a hothead.” (‘He gets angry quickly’). We share the knowledge of being physically down 
when we are sad, to be upward-oriented is a part of our conception of happiness, and we 
associate body heat with our everyday idea of anger. All these cases constitute a single domain, 
or frame, for the concepts of SADNESS, HAPPINESS, and ANGER, where an element of the 
frame is used for the whole frame. Nevertheless, the metaphors SAD IS DOWN, HAPPY IS 
UP, and ANGER IS HEAT are also quite evident. We can claim that the expressions are based 
on the metonymies THE DOWNWARD ORIENTATION OF THE BODY FOR SADNESS, 
THE UPWARD ORIENTATION OF THE BODY FOR HAPPINESS, and AN INCREASE IN 
BODY TEMPERATURE FOR ANGER and also the conceptual metaphors SAD IS DOWN, 
HAPPY IS UP, and ANGER IS HEAT. The author claims that examples that utilize primary 
metaphors can also be conceived of as metonymies. To help us decide whether we are dealing 
with metaphor or metonymy, he says, we need to determine whether the source concept is “in 










I have mentioned that conventional knowledge (for example, the physiological effects that 
emotions have on our bodies) is also employed in the meaning interpretation of idiomatic 
expressions. According to Kövecses (2010), conventional knowledge refers to information 
shared by people in a given culture. This shared knowledge includes the knowledge we have 
about parts of our body and their functions as well as activities that people of a cultural group 
share.  In other words, conventional knowledge as a cognitive mechanism implies the shared 
information that people in a given culture have concerning a conceptual domain. The domain 
of the human hand, for example, includes basic information about the size, shape, parts of the 
hand and the larger hierarchy it is a part of (hand as a part of the arm, etc.), as well as the 
different functions of hands (Kövecses 2010: 243). 
Conventional knowledge includes also knowledge about the motion of body parts. The latter is 
intimately tied to the function of body parts. In the research “On bodies and events” (2002), the 
authors describe arm movements as being integral to reaching, creating, manipulating objects, 
and other functions arms can do. Likewise, leg movements are vital to walking, kicking, and 
standing, etc. Diverse sets of body motions are linked to various body functions. Legs and feet 
are used in navigation, yet they can also be used to perform rough actions on objects, like 
kicking or crushing. Arms and hands are involved in handling objects and used for gesturing. 
Our primary perceptual modes are located inside the head, which is also involved in eating and 






A contrastive analysis of idiomatic expressions employing various body parts in English and 
Slovene was carried out. The body parts chosen were: hand (as part of the arm) | roka, foot (as 
part of the leg) | noga, and head | glava. Similarities and differences in cognitive mechanisms 
which were used and the concepts they conveyed in English and Slovene were emphasised. 
Deductive and descriptive methods of analysis were used. 
The data for the analysis (i.e. all of the idioms cited in the thesis and the provided definitions) 
was extracted from the Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms by James Gordon White, 
Cambridge University Press (1998) and Slovar slovenskih frazemov by Janez Keber, ZRC 
SAZU (2011).  
First, the English idioms were analysed and categorised according to the cognitive mechanisms 
involved in the creation of the meaning, and further classified according to specific 
conventional knowledge, metonymies and/or metaphors used. In the second stage, Slovene 
versions of the idioms were extracted from the Slovenian dictionary of idioms. Some additional 
Slovenian idioms with the particular body parts were gathered and the English version was then 
researched. If corresponding idioms were not found in the dictionaries used, they were searched 
for in the online versions of the two dictionaries https://dictionary.cambridge.org/ and 
https://fran.si/192/janez-keber-frazeoloski-slovar-slovenskega-jezika, and cross-checked at the 
British National Corpus site https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/ or the Slovene corpus site 
https://viri.cjvt.si/gigafida/. The idioms found online are marked with (*). 
The analysis, therefore, used English as its starting point and examined whether the idioms with 
the lexeme hand (arm) | foot (leg) | head can be extended to somatic idioms in Slovene. If so, it 
was further analysed, whether the body part employed is used to conceptualise the same concept 
as in the English idiom. In accordance, three degrees of equivalence were established: (1) total 
equivalence if the meaning of the English idiom is conveyed in Slovene utilizing the same body 
part; (2) partial equivalence if the meaning of the English idiom is conveyed in Slovene 
employing a different body part; (3) no equivalence if (a) there is an idiom conveying the same 
concept in Slovene, but it does not involve any body parts, thus relies on a different 
conceptualization altogether or (b) the dictionaries and corpora used list no idiomatic 
expressions with the same meaning in Slovene. The analysis was done inversely for additional 
idioms found in Slovene. 
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The results of the analysis and comparison are discussed in chapter 6 in terms of conventional 





1) HAND (ARM) | ROKA 
 
A total of 59 English hand/arm idioms were analysed. Of those, 35 (59%) had Slovene 
counterpart idioms using the word roka, while five (8.5%) used a different word but the 
meaning stayed the same. The rest of the English idioms were not found in the Slovene 
language. Additional thirteen hand idioms were found in Slovene, seven (54%) of which were 
found in English as well.  
A considerable number of both English and Slovene somatic idioms are motivated by 
conventional knowledge. Some cases, will be shown, are distinctive to one of the languages as 
a result of specific cultural knowledge used to motivate the idioms. 
The metonymies that occur in both languages with the hand | roka idioms are: 
 THE HAND STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
 THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY  
 THE HAND STANDS FOR CONTROL 
The metaphors that are involved in both languages: 
 FREEDOM (TO ACT) IS HAVING THE HANDS FREE (FOR ACTION)  
 CONTROL IS HOLDING IN THE HAND + MENTAL CONTROL IS PHYSICAL 
CONTROL 
 POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
 INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR HAND SOMEWHERE 





Metaphors found only in connection to English idioms:  
 ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
 POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
 
Table 1 Arm/hand | roka idioms; Examples of total equivalence 
English Slovene Meaning 
can count sth on (the fingers 
of) one hand 
prešteti kaj na prste ene roke 
a small amount of something 
raise a hand against sb dvigniti roko nad nekom 
to hit someone, or to threaten 
to hit them 
go hand in hand iti z roko v roki 
two things that exist together 
and are connected with each 
other 
keep your hands clean ostati čistih rok 
to avoid becoming involved 
in any activities which are 
bad or illegal 
be in sb’s hands biti v rokah nekoga 
to be dealt with or controlled 
by someone 
would give your right arm for 
someone/something 
dal bi roko v ogenj za 
koga/kaj 
= would put your hand in the 
fire for sb/sth 
used to convey a strong 
desire to have or do 
something 
 
Most of the idioms that were found in both languages have very similar structures, the last idiom 
is an example of a pair where the same body part is used, the meaning is the same, but the idiom 





Table 2  Arm/hand | roka idioms; Examples of partial equivalence 
English Slovene Meaning 
have a hand in (‘the matter’)  imeti prste vmes   
= have fingers in between  
to be involved in 
something 
 
Table 3 Arm/hand | roka idioms; Examples of no equivalence 
 English Slovene Meaning 
(3a) a body 
part used only 
in one of the  
languages 
cost (sb) an arm and a 
leg 
drago kot žafran 
= as expensive as 
saffron 
to be very expensive 
know sth like the back 
of your hand  
poznati koga/kaj kot 
lasten žep 
= know sth/sb like 
your own pocket 
to know something very 
well 
on the one hand ... on 
the other hand  
po eni strani … po 
drugi strani 
= on one side ... on 
the other side 
used when comparing two 
different facts or two 
opposite ways of thinking 




hold/keep sb at arm's 
length 
-  
to not allow someone to 
become too friendly with 
you 
gain/get the upper 
hand 
- 
if someone has the upper 
hand, they have a position 
of power and control over 
someone else 
try your hand at 
something 
- 
to try doing something for 
the first time 
- 
iti z levo roko v desni 
žep 
to do something in a 






2) FOOT (LEG) | NOGA 
A total of 32 foot/leg English idioms were extracted for analysis, 14 of which (44%) have a 
Slovene idiom counterpart. Seven of those (22%) used the same body part while others 
employed a different concept. Six additional idioms using the lexeme noga were found in 
Slovene, none of which had an English leg/foot counterpart.  
Both languages utilize conventional knowledge in the creation of a portion of the idioms, both 
universal knowledge connected to human bodily experiences and culture-specific knowledge. 
The metonymies that occur in both languages with the leg/foot | noga idioms are: 
 THE LEG/FOOT STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
 LEG/FOOT FOR THE ABILITY TO WALK  
Metaphors observed to motivate English and Slovene idioms: 
 PROGRESS IS WALKING FORWARD 
 STABILITY OF SUCCESS IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
 MENTAL STABILITY IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
 INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR FEET SOMEWHERE 
 CONTROL/POWER IS STANDING OVER SOMETHING 
Table 4 Leg/foot | noga idioms; Examples of total equivalence 
English Slovene Meaning 
have the world at your feet imeti svet pred nogami   
someone who has the world 
at their feet is extremely 
successful and popular 
land on your feet  pristati na nogah 
to be lucky or successful after 
you have been in a difficult 
situation 
stand on your own two feet postaviti se na lastne noge 






Table 5 Leg/foot | noga idioms; Examples of partial equivalence 
English Slovene Meaning 
pull sb’s leg   
vleči koga za nos 
= pull sb’s nose 
to tell someone something 
that is not true as a way of 
joking with them 
sweep sb of their feet zmešati komu glavo 
= to stir sb’s head 
to fall suddenly and 
completely in love with sb 
put your foot down 
udariti z roko po mizi 
= to pound your hand on the 
table 
to tell someone in a strong 
way that they must do sth 
or that they must stop 
doing sth 
 
Some examples use the same body part (or part of it), however the meaning slightly differs.   
Table 6 Leg/foot | noga idioms; Examples of partial equivalence of meaning 
English Slovene Meaning 
get off/start off on the wrong 
foot 
vstati z levo nogo    
= get out of bed with your 
left foot  
EN: to start an activity badly; 
a relationship starts badly, 
often with an argument 
  
SI: to start the day ill-
tempered and be easily 
annoyed 
have itchy feet 
koga srbijo pete 
= have itchy heels 
EN: to want to travel or to do 
something different 
 
SI: to want to dance  
drag your feet/heels  
vleči noge za seboj 
EN: to deal with something 
slowly because you do not 




SI: to walk really slowly 
because you are tired or not 
motivated 
 
Table 7 Leg/foot | noga idioms; Examples of no equivalence 
 English Slovene Meaning 
(3a) a body part 
used only in one 
of the  languages 
keep your/both 
feet on the ground 
ostati prizemljen  
= to stay grounded 
to not have your character 
spoilt by becoming famous 
or successful 
have/keep a foot 
in both camps 
sedeti na dveh stolih 
hkrati  
= sit on both chairs at 
the same time 
to be involved with two 
groups of people who often 





break a leg -  
something that you say to 
wish someone good luck, 
especially before they 
perform in the theatre 
give sb a leg up - 
to help someone to be more 
successful 
get your feet wet - 
to experience something 
for the first time, especially 
something that involves 
taking a risk 
- 
koligor noge nesejo 
koga 
walk/run as fast as you can 
- 
vzeti noge pod 
pazduho 









3) HEAD | GLAVA 
The analysis consists of 37 English head idioms and 20 corresponding (54%) Slovene idioms 
with the somatism glava. Five (13%) of the Slovene idioms had the same meaning but did not 
use a body part lexeme. Twelve of the English idioms did not have an equivalent Slovene idiom. 
There were 21 additional Slovenian head idioms found and 5 (24%) corresponding English 
idioms using the body part head, while four utilized a different body part.  
There are idioms in both languages that are motivated by conventional knowledge and bodily 
experiences that all people share.  
The metonymies that were observed to motivate head | glava English and Slovene idioms are: 
 THE HEAD STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
 THE HEAD STAND FOR LIFE 
 THE HEAD STANDS FOR REASON (THINKING) 
 
Metaphors recognized in English and Slovene idioms involving the body part head/glava:  
 THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR REASON/THOUGHTS/IDEAS 
 THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR EMOTION  
 





be hanging over your head 
nekaj komu visi nad glavo* 
if something is hanging over 
you, it is causing you to 
worry all the time 
can't make head nor/or tail of 
sth nekaj je brez glave in repa 
to not be able to understand 
sth at all 
keep your head above water 
ohraniti glavo nad vodo 
to have just enough money to 
live or to continue a business 
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go into sb’s head 
nekaj je stopilo komu v 
glavo 
= sth stepped into one’s head 
if success goes to someone's 
head, it makes them believe 
they are more important than 
they are 
be banging/hitting your head 
against a brick wall riniti z glavo skozi zid 
to keep asking someone to do 









save one’s hide* 
odnesti celo glavo  
escape from danger or difficulty 
brainwash someone* 
oprati komu glavo 
to make someone believe something 
by repeatedly telling them that it 
is true and preventing any 
other information from reaching them 
get in someone’s hair* 
sedeti komu na glavi 
annoying or causing inconvenience to 
someone 
 
Table 10 Head | glava idioms; Examples of no equivalence 
 English Slovene Meaning 
(3a) a body part 
used only in one 
of the  languages 
go head to head ena na ena 
= one on one 
to compete with someone 
directly 
have your head in 
the clouds 
biti v oblakih 
= be in the clouds 
to not know what is really 
happening around you 
because you are paying too 




keep your head 
ohraniti mirno kri 
= keep calm blood 
to stay calm, especially in 
difficult or dangerous 
situations 
to dawn on 
someone  
nekomu se je 
posvetilo v glavi 
to become known or 





be out of your 
head 
-  
to be crazy 
turn heads - 
if something or someone 
turns heads, people notice 
them because they look 
interesting or attractive 
give sb their head - 
to allow someone the 
freedom to do what they 
want 
- dobiti jih po glavi to get scolded, beaten 
- sedeti komu na glavi 
annoying or causing 
inconvenience to someone 














I. HAND (ARM) | ROKA 
 
The hand is arguably the most important body part in the evolution of humans. Once erect, 
humans no longer used their hands to help them walk, but could now use them to organize their 
lives – to create hunting instruments, tools, art objects, and clothes, as well as for non-verbal 
communication and later writing (i.e. conveying needs to others).  The hands are thus associated 
with holding, manipulating objects, and many conventionalized gestures (Pârlog et al. 2009, 




Size, shape, parts, location on the body 
Let us begin with general conventional knowledge about hands. Take for example the 
expression a list as long as your arm, meaning ‘a very long list.’ Simply imagining a list as 
long as one’s arm, lets us know that the list is very long. Similarly, by being familiar with the 
structure of the hand, the phrase can count something on the fingers of one hand | prešteti kaj 
na prste ene roke, makes sense since the number of objects or events referred to cannot be high 
(comparatively to 5 fingers on the hand). We are so familiar with our own hands that we know 
something like the back of our hand, we know it very well and. The Slovene version uses the 
word žep (pocket), something one is usually also acquainted with in detail. 
If something is on hand | pri roki, we know from the length of our arms that the object is in our 
vicinity, i.e. ‘near and ready if needed.’ On contrast, if we want to keep one a certain distance 
away, either physical or figurative (PHYSICAL DISTANCE IS EMOTIONAL DISTACE 
metaphor), in order to afford a level of safety or security or to prevent intimacy, we keep them 
at arm’s length. The meaning of the phrase is motivated by our knowledge of the length of an 
arm and the fact that we can use arms to prevent objects from reaching us.  
Hands also serve human beings as the most basic, natural means of showing orientation in 
space. Slovene idioms na levo/desno roko and the English pair on the right hands side/left hand 
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side are used to refer to objects, people or locations to the left or right of the speaker. In the 
same way we use our hands to refer to two things we are comparing, one on the one hand the 
other on the other hand, since we use hands to hold and examine objects. The Slovenian version 
po eni… po drugi strani uses the word side instead of hand but the meaning is the same.  
Lastly, consider the expression have one’s hands full | imeti polne roke [dela] (‘to be so busy 
that you do not have time to do anything else’). We know from our everyday lives that if we’re 
already holding things in our hands, we cannot use them for other activities or hold anything 
else, thus the meaning of the idioms seems completely natural to us. On contrast, if one is left 
empty-handed* | ostane praznih rok they are literally carrying nothing in the hands or having 
acquired or gained nothing in a situation.  
 
Use (stereotyped hand movements and conventionalized gestures) 
Kövecses (1996: 393) stressed that a special case of general conventional knowledge is 
involved when our knowledge relates to certain conventionalized gestures involving the human 
hand. What is special about these cases is that the motivation for the meaning of an idiomatic 
expression comes from what we know of the gesture itself, and not from the meaning of the 
expression. The author provides an example of hand-shaking as a conventionalized gesture of 
greeting someone in Anglo-American culture, the same goes for European countries. The 
linguistic expression used to describe the gesture – shake hands – means ‘to greet someone.’ 
According to Kövecses, we find the meaning “appropriate and natural (i.e. motivated)” because 
we know how and why the gesture is used in everyday life. This conventional knowledge is 
independent of a person’s knowledge of English. 
Similarly, we wring our hands | vijemo roke to show that we are ‘very sad or anxious about a 
situation but do nothing to improve it.’ The meaning again comes from the hand movements 
themselves. We might hold someone's hand when they are afraid or anxious, and we do it to 
show support and to help them calm down, and the meaning of the idioms reflects exactly this 
(‘to support someone when they are doing something difficult or frightening by being with 
them’). However, if we lift/raise a hand against somebody | dvigniti roko nad nekom we do it 
to hit someone, or to threaten to hit them. If we do, we know we lay a hand on them to do so. 
Meanings of both idioms make sense because the hand movements are highly conventionalized.  
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Additional examples found only in Slovene include pljuniti v roke (EN spit in one’s hands; 
‘start work’) and meti si roke (EN to rub one’s hands; ‘show contentment’), meanings of both 
stemming from our knowledge of the gesture itself.  
 
Previous experience  
Our personal experience with our bodies and knowledge that comes with it provide the grounds 
for many idiomatic phrases. As young as babies, people use arms and legs to resist being held 
or fight doing something we do not want to. The Slovene idiom braniti se z rokami in nogami, 
meaning ‘to try very hard to escape a situation,’ is based on this knowledge and understood 
because we all share similar experiences as humans.  
Consider the sentence “Crime usually goes hand in hand with poor economic conditions,” 
meaning that crime and poor conditions are usually connected and co-exist. The idiom go hand 
in hand | iti z roko v roki evokes a mental image of two people holding hands, being close to 
each other. Furthermore, when one hand washes the other | roka roko umije the two hands (or 
two parties in the non-literal sense of the expression) we imagine them as exchanging mutual 
favors.  
If the right hand doesn't know what the left hand's doing | desna roka ne ve, kaj dela leva 
(‘something that you say which means that communication in an organization is bad so that one 
part does not know what is happening in another part’) we know there is something wrong in 
the overall organization of work, probably the brain, which is responsible for the coordination 
of the hands. The expressions seem to be largely influenced by the general metaphor A 
COMPANY IS A HUMAN BODY. The hands are parts of the body and parts of the company 
which should work together to create something (under the control of the head of the company 
– the leading person in charge). 
The Slovene idiom iti z levo roko v desni žep (EN go in the right pocket with the left hand) 
evokes an image of someone trying to clumsily reach and bend their left hand into the right 
pocket when they could just use the right hand instead. The meaning of the idiom ‘to do 
something in a wrong, unsuitable way, something not straight-forward’ makes perfect sense 
because of our own experience with hands.  
When someone is described as having two left hands, as in imeti dve levi roki, they are clumsy 
and awkward in their work. The expression is motivated by knowledge of using the right and 
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left hands, as well as the general metaphor THE RIGHT HAND IS THE GOOD ONE (the 
majority of people being right-handed).  If a person is the dead hand | mrtva roka* of the 
business, they are the ones that are ‘stopping progress from being made’, since a dead hand is 
not a very useful or active one. However, imagine that we twist their arm | jim zvijamo roko 
long enough, and we might ‘persuade them to do something that they do not want to do,’ 
because they will eventually give up resisting because of the pain.  
We also know that if we live from hand to mouth | iz rok v usta, we ‘have just enough money 
to live on and nothing extra.’ The manner of acquiring the food with the hand and putting it 
directly into the mouth corresponds with the image that the idiom evokes – only satisfy the 
necessities. When something is very expensive, we might say it costs an arm and a leg. 
Imagining how disadvantaged one would be without an arm or a leg, we understand that the 
price is therefore very high. In Slovene, one would say that the thing is drago kot žafran, as 
expensive as saffron (due to the high prices of saffron in the past). If the desire is high enough, 
one might say that they would give their right arm for it, clearly showing how much we want it 
to be prepared to exchange it for our most valuable “tool”. In Slovene, one would put their hand 




a. THE PART STANDS FOR THE WHOLE  THE HAND STANDS FOR THE 
PERSON 
The motivation for idioms rarely comes from a single cognitive mechanism. Conventional 
knowledge and our everyday bodily experiences are the basis for many metonymies involving 
the human hand. 
The first one found is the metonymy THE HAND STANDS FOR THE PERSON (a case of the 
more general metonymy THE PART STANDS FOR THE WHOLE). In a sentence like “We 
need more hands” and Slovene “Potrebujemo več rok,” the word hands refers to people who 
would come and help. Next, consider the case of an old hand | imeti izkušeno roko* (‘someone 
who has done a particular job or activity for a long time and who can do it very well’). In the 
Slovene version, the hand is not used to directly refer to a person, but is described as being itself 
experienced and is thus personified. 
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The same metonymy can be used to account for the meaning of some other expressions:  
 all hands on deck/to the pumps (‘something that you say when everyone's help is needed, 
especially to do a lot of work in a short amount of time’), delavne roke (EN working hands 
(‘hard-working people’)), first hand | iz prve roke (‘if you experience something first hand, you 
experience it yourself’), iz druge roke | second-hand* (‘something that has had a previous 
owner’), sb’s right-hand man/woman | biti desna roka koga (‘someone who helps you with 
your work and who you depend upon’)  
In the examples above, the meaning refers to people in general. In the English idiom ask for 
somebody’s hand | zaprositi nekoga za roko, we are referring to one specific person one wishes 
to marry. Kövecses (1996: 341) mentions there might be double motivation underlying this 
idiom. THE HAND FOR THE PERSON metonymy is obvious, but we also have some 
knowledge about the marriage ceremony and the taking of the hand to symbolically join the 
couple. 
 
b. THE INSTRUMENT USED IN AN ACTIVITY STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY 
 THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY 
The second main metonymy, which seems to underlie other metonymies and metaphors, is THE 
HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY. Kövecses (1996: 341) figured that the reason for this 
is because we perform many prototypical human activities with hands. This conceptual 
metonymy might be based on the more general metonymy THE INSTRUMENT USED IN 
THE ACTIVITY STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY. 
 
Activities in general 
Consider the idiom to sit on one’s hands, meaning ‘to deliberately do nothing.’ If someone is 
sitting on their hands, they cannot use them to perform any activities. They probably put their 
hands there on purpose and they consciously do not want to be involved. The Slovene version 
sedeti križem rok, meaning to sit with your hands crossed, evokes a similar picture of a person 
unwilling to participate in an activity. However, if someone is actively participating in an 
activity, one might say they have a hand in (‘the matter’) | ima prste vmes (‘to be involved in 
something’). The Slovene version does not use the word hand, but fingers which are still part 
of the hand and used in hand-performed activities. In the latter example, the general metaphor 
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ACTIVITIES ARE CONTAINERS is also used, explaining the prepositions in and vmes. Thus, 
the metonymy THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY and some further conventional 
knowledge jointly produce a large part of the motivation for the idiomatic meaning of the 
expressions in English and Slovene. Other idioms that behave in a similar way are: 
try your hand at something (‘to try doing something for the first time’), turn one's hand to 
something (‘if you say that someone could turn their hand to an activity or skill, you mean they 
could do it well although they have no experience of it’), be able to do something with one hand 
behind one’s back | delati nekaj z levo roko ('be able to do something very easily’), imeti srečno 
roko (pri čem) (EN have a lucky hand (with something) (‘to have luck with doing something’)) 
The examples mentioned so far all have to do with activities in general. Some of them mention 
also the skill to do something. Consider the phrase could do something with one arm/hand tied 
behind their back | delati nekaj z levo roko (EN do something with your left hand), meaning 
they could do it very easily. Just imagine doing something with one hand tied behind your back 
or using only your non-dominant (left) hand and still being successful. It must mean you have 
the skill to still do it easily. One then needs to keep their hand in, i.e. ‘to practise a skill often 
enough so that you do not lose the skill.’ The underlying conceptual metonymy in these cases 
seems to be THE HAND STANDS FOR THE SKILL. The source of the metonymy is likely to 
be the idea that the activities that require the use of the human hand usually also require skill 
and sophistication in the use of the hand. The preposition in (in keep a hand in) indicates that 
there is also a very general metaphor involved in the examples ACTIVITIES ARE 
CONTAINERS. Knowing that practising an activity maintains the required skill, while not 
practising it does not, also motivates the meaning of the phrases.  
 
Denoting a specific activity 
There are several expressions that involve specific activities, the context being so much more 
important for understanding the phrase. For example, hand in the idiom by hand and Slovene 
na roko indicates something performed by human hands. Statements "Please write it by hand” 
or " The crop has to be harvested by hand." show that HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY 
motivates the use of the concept of HAND, but we need additional knowledge about the context 




be in safe hands | biti v dobrih rokah (‘if someone or something is in safe hands, they are being 
looked after by someone who can be trusted’), give | lend sb a hand – ponuditi komu roko (‘to 
help someone do something, especially something that involves physical effort’)  
A special case are examples like show your hand (‘to tell people your plans or ideas, especially 
if you were keeping them secret before’), where the knowledge of context is so much more 
important (in this case playing cards). When card players show their hand in a game of cards, 
they show the other players the cards they are holding, usually because they cannot continue to 
play the game (Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms: 174). 
 
c. THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY + MORAL/ ETHICAL IS CLEAN 
Moreover, notions of morality are used in some examples of hand idioms used to describe 
activities. Take for example the idiom keep your hands clean | ostati čistih rok. The expression 
means ‘to avoid becoming involved in any activities which are bad or illegal’ and this meaning 
is partly based on the metonymy THE HANDS STAND FOR THE ACTIVITY. Another part 
of the meaning is motivated by the structural metaphor ETHICAL IS CLEAN.  
In examples such as dirty your hands | umazati si roke s čim (‘to become involved in bad 
activities that might spoil other people's opinions of you’), have blood on one's hands | biti 
krvavih rok  (' to be responsible for someone's death), wash your hands of sb/sth | oprati si roke 
nečesa (‘to stop being involved with or responsible for someone or something, usually because 
they have caused too many problems for you’), we also make use of conventional knowledge 
about blood (an unclean substance) and human hands in addition to the before-mentioned 
metonymy and metaphor. 
 
d. THE INSTRUMENT STANDS FOR CONTROL  THE HAND STANDS FOR 
CONTROL 
Several of the idioms that involve the human hand have to do with the notion of control. Some 
form of control or authority was found in all of the following examples: 
gain/get the upper hand (‘if someone has the upper hand, they have a position of power and 
control over someone else) 
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rule (sb) with an iron fist/hand | vladati/voditi koga ali kaj z železno roko (‘to control a group 
of people very firmly having complete power over everything that they do’) 
with an iron hand in a velvet glove (‘something that you say when you are describing someone 
who seems to be gentle but is in fact severe and firm’) 
It seems that these expressions are based on the metonymy THE HAND STANDS FOR 
CONTROL, which is based on the more general metonymy THE INSTRUMENT STANDS 
FOR CONTROL. 
It is also important to note how the parts of expressions that are not directly related to the hand 
receive their conceptual motivation. A good example to illustrate this is gain the upper hand. 
As mentioned before, the use of the word hand is motivated by the metonymy THE HAND 
STANDS FOR CONTROL. The motivation for the word “upper” seems to be the CONTROL 
IS UP conceptual metaphor. Thus, we have an idiomatic expression that consists of a word 
(hand), motivated by a conceptual metonymy relating the hand to the notion of control, and 
another word (upper) based on the orientational metaphor CONTROL IS UP that is completely 




The metonymy THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY seems to underlie several 
conceptual metaphors as well. 
a. FREEDOM (TO ACT) IS HAVING THE HANDS FREE (FOR ACTION)  
To force sb’s hand means ‘to make someone do something or to make someone do something 
sooner than they want to.’ The patient is unable to act as they see fit because their hand’s 
movement is constricted by someone else. On contrast, if we give sb a free hand | pustiti komu 
proste roke it means we ‘allow someone to do whatever they think is necessary in a particular 
situation.’ In this case, the person’s hands are free and they are able to act freely as well. Both 
idioms appear to be motivated with FREEDOM TO ACT IS HAVING HANDS FREE FOR 
ACTION. The same can be seen in the idiom pair sb's hands are tied | imeti zvezane roke (‘if 
someone's hands are tied, they are not free to behave in the way that they would like’). 
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The notion of freedom to act (physically, intellectually, socially etc.) is comprehended via the 
idea of having the hands free for action. The cognitive mechanism at work here appears to be 
the conceptual metaphor FREEDOM (TO ACT) IS HAVING THE HANDS FREE (FOR 
ACTION). Since THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY and since freedom is largely 
conceptualised as freedom TO ACT, it seems natural that freedom is metaphorically understood 
in terms of the free use of the hands. As the examples indicate, some conventional knowledge 
is also involved in the process of motivation. In particular, we know that when the hands are 
free, we can easily use them, but when they are tied their movement is greatly inhibited. This 
knowledge figures importantly in the meaning of several of the idiomatic expressions. Thus, 
the idioms above represent a particularly complex cognitive situation, one in which a metonymy 
(THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY), a metaphor (FREEDOM IS HAVING THE 
HANDS FREE), and conventional knowledge all play a role in rendering the meaning of the 
expression natural, that is motivated.  
 
b. CONTROL IS HOLDING IN THE HAND  
+ MENTAL CONTROL IS PHYSICAL CONTROL 
We know that if we hold an object in our hands, we can do whatever we wish with it. The ability 
to directly manipulate and control the object in hands seems to be the basis for the conceptual 
metaphor CONTROL IN HOLDING IN THE HAND. There are several examples of hand 
metaphors denoting control, mostly mental control. The MENTAL CONTROL IS PHYSICAL 
CONTROL metaphor was also recognized in this category of idioms.  
Being in sb’s hands | biti v rokah nekoga means ‘to be dealt with or controlled by someone.’ 
Similarly, if something was to fall into the wrong hands | pasti v napačne roke, like those of a 
dangerous person or an enemy, ‘the dangerous person or enemy starts to own or control it.’ The 
idioms pasti v roke pravice | fall into the hands of justice* mean ‘to get arrested,’ because the 
people of the justice department gain control over one’s future.  
The same metaphor underlies the expressions play into sb’s hands | iti na roko komu. They 
mean ‘to do something that gives someone else an advantage over you, although this was not 
your intention.’ The prepositions into and na (on) tell us that the power moves into the hands 
of the beneficiary. 
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 If you put your life in sb’s hands | življenje v rokah koga drugega, it means ‘that person is 
completely responsible for what happens to you, often for whether you live or die.’ But if we 
take your life into your own hands | vzeti življenje v svoje roke it means that we have control 
over our future, usually by ‘doing something dangerous’. By the same token, we tend to take 
matters into your own hands | imeti/držati vse v svojih rokah (EN hold everything in your hands) 
which means ‘to deal with a problem because the people who should have dealt with it have 
failed to do so.’ Therefore we take control of the situation to deal with it in the right way.  
On contrast, when things get out of hand, they are 'not under one’s control’ anymore, usually, 
because the person is not able to manage the situation any longer. Similarly, if we take 
something off sb’s hand, ‘they are not responsible for it anymore,’ thus, not in control of it. The 
two idioms could be analysed in terms of the RESPONSIBILITY IS HOLDING IN THE 
HAND metaphor as well. 
 
c. POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
Holding something in the hand is a prototypical case of possessing an object. A pen in my hand 
is my pen, the apple in someone else’s hand is their apple. A couple of examples that indicate 
that possession is conceptualised as holding something in the hand, which activates the 
POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND conceptual metaphor were found only in English:  
change hands (‘to be sold by someone and bought by another person’), get/lay your hands on 
sth (‘to succeed in obtaining something’) 
 
d. ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
Consider now the idiom the matter at hand (‘the subject or situation that is being thought about 
or talked about’). Here, attention seems to be conceptualised as holding something in the hand. 
The conceptual metaphor underlying this example is ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE 
HAND. This metaphor is likely to be a submetaphor of the more general metaphor according 
to which THE MIND is regarded to as some kind of a WORKSHOP and MENTAL 
ACTIVITIES AS DIRECT PHYSICAL MANIPULATION (Jakel 1993 in Kövecses 1996: 




Similar English examples include:  
be in hand (‘if a plan or a situation is in hand, it is being dealt with’), can’t keep your hands off 
sb (‘if you can't keep your hands off someone you are having a sexual relationship with, you 
touch them very often because you feel very attracted to them’), have sth on your hands (‘if 
you have a difficult situation on your hands, you have to deal with it’), take sb/sth in hand (‘to 
start to deal with someone or something that is causing problems’). All of the idioms seem to 
conceptualize paying attention to someone/something by the image of the person holding the 
subject of attention in their hands.  
 
e. INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR HAND SOMEWHERE 
Examples have a hand in sth | imeti prste vmes (‘to be involved in something’) and get your 
hands dirty (‘to involve yourself in all parts of a job, including the parts that are unpleasant, or 
involve hard, practical work’) all describe someone being involved in an activity. This time 
dirty hands do not mean the activity was illegal and the hands are dirty from blood, but rather 
unclean from actual dirt after doing hard, physical work.  
 
COMMENT 
It has been shown throughout the discussion that not just one, but several cognitive mechanisms 
can contribute to the motivation of an idiomatic expression. Idioms such as sb’s hands are tied 
/zvezati nekomu roke were shown to be motivated by the metonymy THE HAND STANDS 
FOR THE ACTIVITY, the metaphor FREEDOM IS HAVING THE HANDS FREE, and some 
conventional knowledge about the use of the hands.  
Another interesting case is the expression at hand | pri roki that can have several different 
meanings depending on the context. Each meaning is motivated by a different mechanism; it 
can be used to describe something in physical proximity, using conventional knowledge about 
the fact that something is near if it is within our reach. This knowledge combined with our 
experience of things being more available to us if they are near us is what produces the metaphor 
AVAILABLE IS CLOSE. Next, we know that we pay attention to things we hold in our hands, 
which is where ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND metaphor comes from. This 
motivates the use of hand in “the matter at hand.” More general metaphors that might also be 
involved here are THE MIND IS A WORKSHOP and MENTAL ACTIVITIES ARE DIRECT 
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PHYSICAL MANIPULATION. Finally, in the case of “I'm thrilled that the event is finally at 
hand!” temporal proximity is conceptualised in terms of physical proximity. This seems to 
motivate the metaphors THE NEAR FUTURE IS CLOSE and THE PRESENT IS HOLDING 
TIME IN HANDS. It is evident that the meaning of an idiom can be motivated by several 
cognitive mechanisms, or an expression can have several different meanings depending on 
which parts of the “schema” are highlighted and which mechanisms activated. 
 




Position on the body  
We commonly use our knowledge of legs (feet) being the lowest parts of the human body. This 
is evident when we are describing something in terms of its lowest and highest points, or the 
range between the two points. Consider the idioms od glave do nog | from head to toe* used to 
describe ‘something that covers or involves the whole body; all-over’.  
 
COMMENT 
The same knowledge underlies expressions like the foot of the mountain or the foot of the list, 
resulting from the following mappings explained by Lakoff (1987: 29): 
A is the bottom-most part of the body. 
X is the bottom-most part of the mountain. 
X' is the bottom-most part of a list.  
Body is projected onto mountain, with A projected onto X. (Metaphor) 
Body is projected onto list, with A projected onto X'. (Metaphor)  
The word "foot" names A. A, X, and X' form a category, with A as central member. X 





Cultural knowledge  
Consider the idiom break a leg (‘something that you say to wish someone good luck, especially 
before they perform in the theatre’). The expression originated in the acting field, from an old 
superstition that wishing someone good luck before a show, would actually bring them bad luck 
(for example a broken leg from falling off the stage). Over time and with usage the expression 
became fixed, thus the meaning of the idiom is determined by a completely arbitrary convention 
of usage. Gibbs explained that present-day speakers may understand that break a leg means "to 
wish someone luck" merely as a matter of convention without being aware of why it means just 
that. It is for this reason that many idioms, such as break a leg, are considered to be dead 
metaphors (Gibbs in Cacciari et al. 1993: 58). There is no corresponding Slovene somatic 
idiom, however, a brief online search resulted in several findings of the translation of the phrase 
(“Zlomi si nogo”) in use among theatre actors. Idioms like break a leg, that are present also in 
mainstream media, are more broadly known amongst non-native speakers as well. 
 
Physical sensations – bodily experience 
Next, consider the pair of idioms get cold feet | stisniti rep med noge (EN put your tail between 
your legs). They both mean ‘to suddenly become too frightened to do something you had 
planned to do, especially something important like getting married.’ The Slovene idiom stems 
from our knowledge about animals, especially dogs, who hide their tail between their hind legs 
when they are feeling scared or threatened. The English expression appears to be motivated by 
the physical sensations one experiences when they are afraid. Research has proven that fear 
leads to a drop in temperature in lower extremities (Vianna and Carrive 2005) and we know 
this from personal experience as well. This conventional knowledge gives rise to the DROP IN 
BODY TEMPERATURE STANDS FOR FEAR metaphor.  
 
Another pair of idioms based on physical sensations in the feet is have itchy feet (‘to want to 
travel or to do something different’) and a similar Slovene idiom koga srbijo pete, meaning to 
have itchy heels (‘to want to dance’). One can imagine that having itchy feet or heels would 
make a person restless and wanting to move around. On contrast, we put [our] feet up when we 
need a rest. The idiom means exactly what the image it evokes represents – ‘to relax, especially 
by sitting with your feet supported above the ground.’ We understand the idiom because we 
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know the action itself and have experienced its results (the relaxation of the muscles in feet and 




a. THE LEG/FOOT STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
Sentences like “V ta gozd ni stopila še nobena človeška noga (EN No human foot has stepped 
into this forest)” are clearly motivated by the PART FOR WHOLE metonymy, and use the feet 
to refer to a whole person. 
 
b. LEG/FOOT FOR THE ABILITY TO WALK 
 
For people walking is the most natural form of movement. This gives rise to the metonymy 
THE BODY PART STANDS FOR THE MOVEMENT OF THE BODY PART. Langlotz 
(2006: 195) observed that a considerable number of somatic idioms make reference to the 
source domain of walking by employing concepts of the leg-domain and its sub-domains, i.e. 
feet, heels, toes etc. Most of these idioms are based on the metonymy LEG/FOOT FOR THE 
ABILITY TO WALK. 
There were a couple of curious examples in Slovene found. First, consider the idiom dati noge 
pod pazduho (EN to put one’s legs under one’s armpit). It means ‘to star going, start running.’ 
We use our legs to walk, however, the image the idiom evokes is one of a person taking their 
legs off their body and carrying them, in the same manner as we carry things under our arm 
while we walk. A similar notion of moving fast is visible in kolikor noge nesejo koga (EN as 
much as one’s feet carry them) meaning to ‘walk/run as fast as possible.’ In this case the feet 
are personalized and are presented as self-governing objects that enable people to move from 
point A to B.  
The metonymy LEG/FOOT FOR THE ABILITY TO WALK seems to inspire further 






a. PROGRESS IS WALKING FORWARD 
 
The metonymy LEG/FOOT FOR THE ABILITY TO WALK and the general PROGRESS IS 
FORWARD MOVEMENT metaphor jointly produce the PROGRESS IS WALKING 
FORWARD metaphor. The latter seems to underlie idioms that conceptualize a person’s ability 
to be successful and to progress by describing either (a) the constitution of the limbs, as 
observed in idioms used in the analysis such as not to have a leg to stand on (‘to be in a situation 
where you cannot prove something’); shoot yourself in the foot (‘to do or say something stupid 
which causes problems for you’), or (b) coordinated movement, e.g. start off on the right/wrong 
foot (‘if you start off on the wrong foot with someone you have just met, your relationship starts 
badly, often with an argument’); (not) put a foot wrong (‘to not make any mistake’). As a result, 
failing is conceptualised as stumbling, falling or uncoordinated movement (ibid.). This was 
observed in idioms like drag your feet/heels (‘to deal with something slowly because you do 
not really want to do it’); be under your feet / vrteti se komu pod nogami (‘if someone is under 
your feet, they annoy you because they are always near you in a way that makes it difficult for 
you to do something’). The same metonymy and metaphor appear to motivate the meaning of 
put your best foot forward, which means ‘to do something as well as you can.’ 
 
b. STABILITY OF SUCCESS IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
In many expressions, the stability of success seems to be conceptualised in terms of stability on 
one’s feet. Take the idiom cut the ground from under sb/sb's feet for example. It means ‘to make 
someone or their ideas seem less good, especially by doing something before them or better 
than them.’ In other words, by metaphorically cutting the ground from under somebody’s feet, 
i.e. making them unstable on their feet, we jeopardize the stability of their success in terms of 
their reputation among peers. Similarly, when we pull the rug from under sb’s feet it means we 
‘suddenly take away help or support from someone, or to suddenly do something which causes 
many problems for them.’ The same goes for Slovene idioms metati komu polena pod noge 
(EN throw logs under sb’s feet) and podstaviti komu nogo (EN to trip sb with your foot). The 
phrases in English and Slovene evoke a mental scene of causing someone to be unstable on 
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their feet, or tripping them to fall, when in fact we are referring to causing problems in a 
person’s progress of success.  
A similar notion is found in the Slovene idiom izgubiti tla pod nogami (EN to lose the ground 
underneath one’s feet), which has the same meaning as the English idiom to lose ground, i.e. 
‘to become less popular or to be given less support.’ Very similar is the Slovene tla se majejo 
pod nogami komu (EN the ground is shaking underneath one’s feet) meaning that ‘one’s 
reputation is in danger.’ If the ground under one’s feet is on fire, like in tla pod nogami gorijo 
komu, we imagine them being in distress and pressed for time, exactly what the meaning of the 
idiom is. The phrase is also motivated by conventional knowledge of a fire coming to its most 
dangerous phase when the floors catch fire as well.  
Furthermore, consider the idiom give someone a leg up which means ‘to help someone to be 
more successful.’ Here we use our conventional knowledge of the action of holding one's hands 
together so that someone can step into them while climbing up onto something. This way we 
provide stability for the person and give them “a push” to accomplish something. By the same 
token, to land on your feet | pristati na nogah means ‘to be lucky or successful after you have 
been in a difficult situation,’ invoking an image of someone stable on their feet once again. 
Similarly, to stand on your own two feet | postaviti se na lastne noge means to ‘be or become 
self-reliant or independent.’ 
Not all idioms evoke such clear literal scenes. Consider the English idiom put your foot in 
it/your mouth (‘to say something by accident which embarrasses or upsets someone’). Langlotz 
(2006: 113) explains that the literal meaning of the constituent is semantically empty. “It” was 
used to refer to animal excrements in the past and the idiom makes sense if we have this 
knowledge and connect it to the embarrassment of putting one’s foot in some mess on the 
pavement. This changes when the version with “your mouth” is used. One is unable to relate 
this action to a concrete conceptual background, which makes the expression fairly non-
transparent. 
 
c. MENTAL STABILITY IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
If someone is the kind of person who can keep both feet on the ground | biti/ostati prizemljen 
(EN be/stay grounded), it means they are ‘very practical and see things as they really are.' One 
could describe them as being mentally stable. A similar idea motivates the idiom think on your 
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feet (‘to think and react quickly, especially in a situation where things are happening very fast’). 
Let us look further into what motivates the meaning of these idioms. When walking, our 
physical stability is directly influenced by the structure of the terrain on which we move. 
Langlotz (2006: 163) showed how this sensorimotor connection motivates some of the idioms.  
The metaphorical mappings SECURITY/STABILITY IS SOLID GROUND, 
INSECURITY/INSTABILITY IS WATER, and INSTABILITY/UNCERTAINTY IS AIR 
produce idioms (from the database) such as keep your feet on the ground (being mentally stable, 
practical), keep your head above water (‘to have just enough money to live or to continue a 
business’), have your head in the clouds (‘to not know what is really happening around you 
because you are paying too much attention to your own ideas’).  
On contrast, when we are run/rushed off your feet we ‘have to work very hard or very fast’ and 
our mental stability might be hindered. The same idea motivates the Slovene version of the 
idiom – imeti dela čez glavo (EN have work over one’s head), evoking a mental scene of 
someone “drowning” in work.  
Moreover, if we sweep sb of their feet | zmešati komu glavo (EN to mix/turn sb’s head) they 
fall suddenly and completely in love with us.  In the English version, one’s stability on feet is 
again compromised (NOTE that Slovene idioms use the body part head to refer to reason in 
these examples). EMOTION IS A MECHANICAL FORCE and EMOTIONAL EFFECT IS 
PHYSICAL CONTACT metaphors seem to be at use here as well.  
Finally, consider the idioms pull sb’s leg | vleči koga za nos (EN pull sb’s nose). The idioms 
use different body parts, however, the meaning and motivation behind it is very similar. Both 
idioms mean ‘tell someone something that is not true as a way of joking with them.’ According 
to some sources, the English idiom originated in England in the 1800s. Street robbers used to 
pull people’s legs using a wire which would cause the person to trip up. When they were on the 
floor, another street robber would steal the victim’s money and valuables. Over time, people 
started to trip each other up as a way of making them stumble, knock into other people and look 
foolish. Another possible historical explanation as to why and how the phrase arose is pulling 
the legs of hanged convicts, which broke their spinal cords and ended their life faster (Makkai 
in Cacciari et al. 1993: 297). The online dictionary Frazeološki slovar slovenskega jezika states 
that the Slovene version comes from the fact that people used to pierce the noses of big farm 
animals with rings to be able to handle and lead them more easily. Thus, when we pull 
someone’s nose, we are leading them in the direction of thinking that we chose by making them 
believe something that is not true.  
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d. INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR FEET SOMEWHERE 
First, consider the idiom get a/your foot in the door, meaning ‘to start working at a low level 
for an organization because you want a better job in the same organization in the future.’ We 
imagine ensuring entry to a place by putting a foot in when the door opens, thus ensuring our 
involvement at the location. By the same token, when you get your feet wet it means ‘to 
experience something for the first time, especially something that involves taking a risk.' Both 
idioms seem to be based on the metaphor INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR FOOT/FEET 
SOMEWHERE. The idea of walking into water being risky is again motivated by the metaphor 
INSECURITY/INSTABILITY IS WATER. The same motivation underlies the idiom jump in 
feet first (‘to become involved in something very quickly, often without thinking carefully about 
it first’).  
Next, think about how if one has one foot in the grave / biti z eno nogo v grobu (EN be with 
one foot in the grave), it means they are ‘very old and likely to die soon.’ Similarly, to have/ 
keep a foot in both camps / sedeti na dveh stolih hkrati (EN to sit on two chairs at the same 
time) means ‘to be involved with two groups of people who often have very different aims and 
opinions.’ The Slovene idiom does not use the body part noga here, however, it evokes a similar 
image of someone being involved (by sitting) at two separate locations.  
 
e. CONTROL/POWER IS STANDING OVER SOMETHING 
The expressions have the world at your feet | imeti svet pred nogami are used to describe a 
person ‘who is extremely successful and popular.’ They have control over their own lives and, 
in some sense, they have power over the people who admire them.   
A similar notion of control underlies the idiom put your foot down, meaning ‘to tell someone 
in a strong way that they must do something or that they must stop doing something.’ The 
presence of the person giving orders establishes a level of control over the situation. The 
Slovene idiom with the same meaning is udariti z roko po mizi (EN bang your hand on the 
table), which evokes a similar mental scene of establishing control by making oneself the focus 




III. HEAD | GLAVA 
 
In Greek mythology, the head signifies reason, spirit, intelligence, power, and authority as it 
connects the human soul to divine forces and allows the supernatural energies to enter the body 
(Pârlog et al. 2009: 77). The head can be considered to be the most significant part of the human 
body because all of our movements are controlled by the brain (inside the head), most of our 
perceptory senses and the main organs of speech are based in the head, and we use the head to 
receive food. Thus, is not unexpected that it will find many different uses in a language. Somatic 
idioms which refer to its size, shape, function, position and significance for humans were used 




The head as the top-most part of the body 
As we have seen the idioms od glave do peta | from head to toe* are used to describe something 
‘that covers or involves the whole body; all-over.’ The head represents the top part of the 
person/thing described and is used as a reference point together with peta (heel) or toe that 
reference the bottom part (as parts of feet, which are the lowest point of the human body). The 
human body is projected onto the described entity. The same conventional knowledge and 
metaphorical mappings are used to motivate several other idioms. 
In the same way, idioms can't make head nor/or tail of sth | nekaj je brez glave in repa apply 
the knowledge of head being the top or starting point. Both languages use the tail as a reference 
to the endpoint of something (move to the animal schema). The idioms mean ‘to not be able to 
understand sth at all,’ which makes sense since the starting and ending point (head nor tail) 
cannot be identified.  
Furthermore, if we stand/turn sth on its head | postaviti kaj na glavo it means ‘to make an idea 
or belief the opposite of what it was before.’ The top part becomes the bottom part which is the 
opposite of the initial position or starting point. Similarly, when we are ‘in love with someone 
very much, especially at the beginning of a relationship,’ one would say that we are head over 
heels (in love). The literal meaning of head over heels is ‘turning over completely in forward 
motion, as in a somersault.’ The emotions connected to love are conceptualised as physical 
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forces that can affect the position of the body. This gives rise to the LOVE IS A FORCE 
metaphor. 
The notion of the head being the top-most part of the body is utilized in the idiom be in over 
your head (‘to be involved in a situation that is too difficult for you to deal with’) as well. 
Langlotz (2006: 163) explained how our experiences with basic objects and substances from 
early childhood on underlie a number of ontological metaphors that include knowledge about 
containers and forces. We derive from these direct physical experience to understand abstract 
conceptual categories such as state, situation or problem. As a result, we get the metaphor 
INVOLVEMENT IN A STATE OR SITUATION IS BEING IN A CONTAINER, which, 
together with our bodily experiences, motivates the meaning of idioms like be in over your 
head. The same motivation applies to the Slovene idiom imeti česa čez glavo (EN there is an 
amount of something somewhere reaching over one’s head) which means that someone has too 
much of something, is overwhelmed by it.   
Now consider the idioms to keep your head above water | ohraniti glavo nad vodo which mean 
‘to have just enough money to live or to continue a business.’ Again, conventional knowledge, 
together with the INVOLVEMENT IN A STATE OR SITUATION IS BEING IN A 
CONTAINER, and the metaphor INSECURITY/INSTABILITY IS WATER all provide the 
motivation for the meaning of the pair of idioms.  
Another metaphor seems to work together with the conventional knowledge of the head being 
the top part of the human body. It can be observed in the idiom head and shoulders above the 
rest. The meaning of the idiom ‘much better than other similar people or things’ seems to be 
based on the mental image of someone standing taller than the people and objects in the vicinity, 
and is further motivated by the metaphor SIGNIFICANT IS BIG. 
 
The positioning of the head 
There were several conventionalized head postures analysed, the meaning of which comes from 
our understanding and experiences of the posture itself, and not our knowledge of the 
expression. Consider the idiom get/put your head down. The expression seems to have two 
different possible meanings. It can mean either ‘to sleep for a short while’ or ‘to work hard, 
concentrate.’ Both meanings are motivated by our knowledge of the use of the head, or rather 
the position it is in while performing the activities. We put our head down to rest or sleep and 
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also when we are concentrating on our work and the task is the focus of our attention. Langlotz 
(2006: 123) explained that these kinds of expressions can be seen as having a metonymic 
motivation as well. The idiomatic meaning is derived by highlighting the relevant physical 
action (PART) within the ‘intellectual work’ schema (WHOLE). According to the author, the 
action described by the idiom’s literal meanings is linked to its idiomatic meanings in terms of 
SYMPTOMATIC ACTION FOR ACTIVITY metonymy. 
Similar was observed in examples hang your head | povesiti glavo* (‘to be ashamed’) and hold 
your head up high | nositi glavo pokonci (‘to show that you are proud of something’). We know 
that when we are feeling proud, our posture is erect and we hold our head high as if to be 
recognized together with our accomplishments. On contrast, when we feel ashamed, we want 
to hide from others and hang our head into a downward position. This conventional knowledge 
seems to motivate the metonymy THE BEHAVIORAL REACTIONS OF AN EMOTION 
STAND FOR THE EMOTION.  
Furthermore, we lower our head and hide our face in company to avoid eye contact with people 
or interaction with others and the idiom keep your head down means exactly that: ‘to do or say 
as little as possible in order to avoid problems or arguments.’ On the other hand, when someone 
or something turn heads ‘people notice them because they look interesting or attractive.’ Now 
the thing or person is in the centre of attention and it attracts the looks of others. The metaphor 
ATTENTION IS LOOKING is at work here as well.  
Similar applies to the idiom bury your head in the sand | tiščati glavo v pesek (‘to refuse to 
think about an unpleasant situation, hoping that it will improve so that you will not have to deal 
with it’). We imagine hiding our head to remove ourselves from a situation we do not wish to 
be a part of, similar to a conventionalized idea of an ostrich burying its head in the sand to avoid 
danger (unpleasantness). 
 
Shared bodily experiences 
Consider the Slovene idiom dobiti jih po glavi (EN get them on the head) which means ‘to get 
scolded, beaten.’ Jih, or them, can stand for either words of punishment or physical hits with 
the hand or an object.  The meaning is motivated by our experience of getting scolded by parents 
and getting an occasional smack on the head when we were misbehaving or getting into an 
argument later on in life and getting hit by someone aggressive. Even if we never experienced 
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this ourselves, the act as such is conventionalized and understood by most people. In the case 
of verbal punishment, the metaphor WORDS ARE WEAPONS further motivates the meaning 
of the expression (like in, for example, “She used some sharp words.”). The words are described 
as physical entities that can hit someone on the head.  
We understand the meaning of the idiom be hanging over your head | nekaj komu visi nad 
glavo* ‘causing you to worry all the time,’ because we understand from personal experience 
how something hanging above our head can be dangerous and we worry about it falling on us. 
If a task or an issue is described as hanging over one’s head, it creates the same mental image. 
Similarly, we can imagine how sitting on somebody’s head, as in the Slovene idiom sedeti komu 
na glavi would be annoying or causing inconvenience to someone, and that is exactly what the 
expressions means.  
I also believe that we understand that be banging/hitting your head against a brick wall | riniti 
z glavo skozi zid means ‘to keep asking someone to do something which they never do,’ because 
of the mental scene the expressions bring to mind. Using one’s head to penetrate a brick wall 
seems an impossible and painful task, similar to trying to achieve something and never reaching 
the wanted result. Consequently, the meaning is additionally motivated by the metaphor 
PROBLEMS ARE OBSTACLES.  
Finally, two additional interesting Slovene examples were categorised under this group. The 
idiom nositi kaj na glavi (EN to carry something on your head) means ‘to have something on 
your conscience’. Feelings of guilt appear to be characterised as a burden one carries, 
consequently guilt is embodied as greater sensations of weight. One might also say they are 
“carrying guilt” or being “weighed down by guilt.” We, therefore, understand the meaning of 
the idiom nositi kaj na glavi as a result of our experience and knowledge of the physical 
sensation in the body caused by the feelings of guilt. By the same token, the English idiom on 
one's head* (also on one's own head) is used to refer to one's responsibility or fault, as in “If the 
police catch you speeding it's on your own head.” The idiom conjures up the image of blame or 
guilt falling on someone's head. 
 
Specific knowledge 
Following a similar cognitive process, the idiom imeti maslo na glavi (EN to have butter on 
your head) means ‘to be guilty of something.’ In addition to equating feelings of guilt to 
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physical sensations in the body, the expression is further motivated. One possible explanation 
of where this expression comes from stems for criminal sciences. According to a thesis on Hans 
Gross (1847–1915) who wrote advice on finding perpetrators, he advised on determining 
whether the criminal is of Romani descent by smelling their hair, because they supposedly 
styled their hair with butter (Štrakl 2010). Some specific knowledge is thus needed to 




a. THE HEAD STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
The metonymy is apparent in examples like a wise head on young shoulders (‘a child or young 
person who thinks and talks like an older person who has more experience of life’) and pametna 
glava (EN a smart head ‘a smart person’). In Metaphors We Live By (1980: 36), Lakoff explains 
that in the case of the metonymy THE PART FOR THE WHOLE (which underlie our 
examples) many parts can stand for the whole.  Which part we choose governs which aspect of 
the whole is focused on.  In a sentence like “We need a couple of good heads on the project,” 
we are using "good heads" to refer to "intelligent people".  Hence, we select a specific 
characteristic of the person, in this case, intelligence, which is related to the head.    
The same metonymy motivates the idioms go head to head | ena na ena (‘to compete with 
someone directly’). Note that a body part is used only in English, while the Slovene version 
corresponds to the English idiom one on one. Head and one both stand for a person. 
Another interesting example of the metonymy THE HEAD STANDS FOR THE PERSON is 
found in the idiom pair the head of the family / glava družine. The expression is used to refer 
to the person ‘who earns money or makes decisions for the rest of the family.’ Here the head is 
conceptualised as the most important part of the human body (because it houses the brain with 
which we make decisions) and projected on a person (who makes decisions) as the most 
important part of a group of people. The same idea motivates expressions such as the head of 
the firm/department/state | glava podjetja/države* which employ the metaphor AN 
ABSTRACT COMPLEX SYSTEM IS THE HUMAN BODY. The Slovene expressions of this 




b. THE HEAD STANDS FOR LIFE  
The head includes the brain which takes care of all human life-sustaining processes. We sense 
our surroundings to find nourishment and escape danger and the brain processes all of these 
pieces of information in order for us to survive. It even directs other bodily organs to do their 
jobs. It seems natural that the body part head represents the notion of life.  
Take for example the Slovene idiom bati se za glavo. It translates into “fear for your head” and 
actually means ‘to fear for your life.’ The metonymy that appears here is THE HEAD STANDS 
FOR LIFE and it underlies several of Slovene idioms with the source domain glava:  
nositi glavo naprodaj/v torbi (EN to carry your head for sale/in a bag ‘to risk your life’),  
odnesti celo glavo (EN take away the whole head ‘escape from danger or difficulty’), 
plačati z glavo (EN pay with your head ‘to be punished with death’), 
zahtevati glavo koga (EN demand someone’s head ‘demand a harsh punishment, usually death 
for sb’). 
The same LIFE-model is applied to a couple of English idioms as well, not referring specifically 
to life or death, but rather to a person’s career being in danger. Consider the idiom put your 
head/neck on the block. We share historical knowledge of people being beheaded after putting 
their head on a wooden block as to expose the neck for contact with the weapon for beheading. 
The expression thus characterises taking too much risk in an activity in terms of causing one’s 
own death. Langlotz (2006: 155) explained how our knowledge of the development of an 
organism constitutes an elementary metaphorical source to understand the chronological 
development of abstract activities such as careers in our case. Success is conceptualised in terms 
of the vitality of an organism while failure corresponds to the death of an organism. Similar 
notions provide motivation for the idiom heads will roll. The expression is defined as 
‘something that you say which means people will lose their jobs as punishment for making 
serious mistakes.’ The same schema of beheading is used (as heads rolled away from the body 
after being chopped off) to talk about the life, i.e. the success, of someone’s career.  
 
c. THE HEAD STANDS FOR REASON (INTELLIGENCE) 
When we say that someone has a (good) head for something* | ima glavo za kaj we mean that 
they ‘have a natural ability to do something well.’ Therefore, we are referring to their cognitive 
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abilities for performing a certain task. Likewise, to have a good head on your shoulders means 
‘to be clever.’ The metonymy that appears to be at work here is THE HEAD STANDS FOR 
REASON. The same metonymy underlies several other English and Slovene expressions.  
Consider the pair of idioms put their heads together | stakniti glave. If we say that a group of 
people put their heads together, we mean that ‘they think about something in order to get ideas 
or to solve a problem.’ They use their thinking abilities to come to a joint solution. Similarly, 
when you get your head around something this means ‘to be able to understand something.’ 
The head here stands for a person’s reasoning as well. 
The same applies to the English idiom give sb their head (‘to allow someone the freedom to do 
what they want’). In the example “He's got some great ideas, why not give him his head and 
see what kind of campaign he comes up with.” (Cambridge International Dictionary of Idioms: 
182) it is clear that the head is used to conceptualize a person’s independent thinking.  
Next, consider the idioms have your head in the clouds | biti v oblakih (EN to be in the clouds). 
The meaning is both cases is the same, i.e. ‘to not know what is really happening around you 
because you are paying too much attention to your own ideas.’ The English version is again 
based on the metonymy THE HEAD STANDS FOR REASON since the head refers to a 
person’s ability to understand what is happening around them. The metonymy is accompanied 
by the INSTABILITY/UNCERTAINTY IS AIR metaphor and possibly the SELF CONTROL 
IS BEING ON THE GROUND metaphor. An opposite of someone with their head in the 
clouds, who is uncertain and not in control of their thoughts, is someone with their feet on the 
ground, who is in control of a situation and rational. The same metaphor appears to motivate 
the Slovene version of the idiom. 
Finally, let us discuss the idioms let your heart rule your head | misliti bolj s srcem kot z glavo 
(EN to think more with your heart than with your head). Here the head in both languages stands 
for reason while the heart is used to conceptualize emotion, therefore we are working with THE 
HEAD STANDS FOR REASON and THE HEART STANDS FOR EMOTION metonymies. 
The meaning of the idioms is ‘to do something because you want to rather than for practical 
reasons.’ In other words, it means to decide based on emotions connected to desire and not on 
critical thinking. Furthermore, in the English idiom, the heart and the head appear to be 
personalized and presented as autonomous beings that have control over each other (one rules 
over the other). The person’s involvement is still implied with the verb let, which proposes that 
the person can choose to use emotion over reason (or vice versa). In the Slovene expression, 
 
53  
thinking, which is an activity that takes place inside the brain (inside the head) is projected onto 
the heart, which then takes over reasoning and decision-making, of course not without the 
emotions it represents. The processes of reasoning and feeling are understood as taking place 
inside the head or the heart, hence the body parts could be perceived as containers for 
reason/emotion as well. This brings us to the first metaphor that appears to motivate some of 





a. THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR REASON/THOUGHTS/IDEAS 
 
First, consider the following Slovene somatic idioms:  
imeti prazno glavo (EN to have an empty head) 
imeti slamo v glavi (EN to have straw in your head) 
imeti kaj [več] soli v glavi (EN to have some [more] salt in your head) 
imeti sršene v glavi (EN to have wasps in your head)  
imeti polno glavo česa (EN to have a head full of something)  
If someone’s head is empty (imeti prazno glavo), it means that they are ‘unintelligent or 
foolish’. Therefore, there is nothing where a person’s intelligence is supposed to be stored. 
Similarly, if someone is described as having straw in their head (imeti slamo v glavi) instead of 
brains, they are considered ‘unknowledgeable’. In both cases, the HEAD is understood as a 
CONTAINER FOR INTELLIGENCE. The same applies to the English idiom be soft in the 
head meaning ‘stupid or crazy.’ Moreover, in all three cases the concept of stupidity appears to 
be metonymically characterised as an effect of the ‘abnormal’ constitution of the head – either 
being empty, soft on the inside or filled with straw instead of a brain. Consider also the 
expression imeti kaj [več] soli v glavi (‘to be clever’). Here, intelligence is understood as having 
salt in one’s head, as opposed to the head being empty. The motivation behind the use of salt 
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here is unclear. The preposition v (in) makes the metaphor THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER 
even more obvious since intelligence and thoughts are described as being inside of the head. 
Next, if we say that we have wasps in our head (imeti sršene v glavi), it means we ‘have a 
restless mind.’ Thoughts are conceptualised in terms of wasps being trapped inside a container, 
more specifically their manner of movement, which is constant and disorderly, similar to 
thoughts connected to an anxious mind. The metaphor utilized here is THE HEAD IS A 
CONTAINER FOR THOUGHTS. The same metaphor motivates the last idiom. If someone 
has their head full of something (imeti polno glavo česa), we mean that they are ‘completely 
consumed by thoughts about something.’ The head is conceptualised as a container or storage 
that is full of thoughts about a certain issue, not leaving much space for other thoughts.  
The same meaning motivation was observed in several other idioms. If we say that we put ideas 
into somebody’s head, it means ‘to make someone want to do something they had not thought 
about doing before, especially something stupid.’ Here, ideas are conceptualised as physical 
objects that we can put inside the head. Therefore, the metaphors IDEAS ARE OBJECTS and 
THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR IDEAS together motivate the meaning of this idiom. In 
the same way, in the case of take it into your head to do sth (‘to decide to do something, often 
something that seems silly or surprising’), decision-making is conceptualised in terms of taking 
ideas (decisions) and putting them inside the head. Similarly, when we say that something went 
to sb’s head | nekaj je stopilo komu v glavo, we mean that an idea “entered” into the person’s 
head and their reason is clouded by it (‘if success goes to someone's head, it makes them believe 
they are more important than they are’). In the case of razbijati si glavo [s čim] (EN to beat 
one’s head with something) | rack your brains,* that both have the same meaning, i.e. ‘to think 
very hard, usually in order to remember something or to find a solution to a problem,’ thoughts 
or ideas appear to be characterised as dangerous objects that can damage the brain or the head 
when inside of them.  
Now consider the Slovene idiom komu se je posvetilo v glavi, which literally means that a light 
has turned on inside one’s head and figuratively that ‘something has become evident to the 
mind, perceived or understood.’ The head is again seen as a container inside of which thoughts 
and ideas are stored, however, this time an idea that came into existence inside the head also 
caused a source of light to appear, as if to illuminate itself to be understood by the person. The 
English version of this idiom is to dawn on someone* and both expressions appear to be 
motivated by the INTELLIGENCE IS A LIGHT SOURCE metaphor.  
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In the case of be out of your head, meaning ‘be crazy,’ the head is conceptualised as a container 
for the self. While the person, more specifically their reason, is inside the container, it is under 
control. On the other hand, when the person (reason) is out of their head (the container), it is 
out of control. 
Next, let us discuss the English idiom off the top of your head. If you say something off the top 
of your head, you ‘say it without thinking about it for very long or looking at something that 
has been written about it.’ The idea that one expresses came from the top of the container (the 
head), signalling that not much thought, or searching inside the container, was given to it. The 
Slovene version of the idiom iz glave* (EN from one’s head) does not describe the location of 
the thought in as much detail, but still utilizes the same metaphor of the head being a container 
for thoughts and ideas.  
Consider now the idiom go over sb’s head. The expression means that ‘if a piece of information 
goes over someone's head, they do not understand it.’ A piece of information was not grasped 
and stored in the head but went over it. Lakoff (1999: 45) explained that we conceptualize and 
visualise subjective experiences (desire, affection, intimacy, achievement etc.) on the basis of 
other domains of experience, which are mostly sensorimotor domains. In the idiom at hand, we 
conceptualize understanding an idea (subjective experience) in terms of grasping an object 
(sensorimotor experience) and failing to understand an idea as having it go right by us or over 
our heads. In other words, the metaphorical mapping allows conventional mental imagery from 
sensorimotor domains to be used for domains of subjective experience. 
The THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER metaphor was recognized in the examples have your head 
screwed on (the right way) | imeti glavo na pravem mestu as well. The definition says that ‘if 
someone has their head screwed on the right way, they do not do stupid things.’ The Slovene 
idiom has roughly the same meaning. In both cases, the head is described as a movable object 
that can either be attached (or even screwed on) to the correct part of the body or not. We know 
that the right spot for the head is on the top of the body and the idioms imply that at that position 
the head functions in a correct way and a person makes appropriate decisions about the actions 




b. THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR EMOTION  
People tend to associate the head with reason and thinking and the heart with emotions. This 
conventional knowledge gives rise to the metonymies THE HEAD STANDS FOR REASON 
and THE HEART STANDS FOR EMOTION. THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR REASON 
metaphor was also discussed in the previous point. Nevertheless, several somatic idioms were 
analysed in terms of the head being conceptualised as a CONTAINER FOR EMOTION.  
Consider the English idioms keep your head (‘to stay calm, especially in difficult or dangerous 
situations’) and lose your head (‘to suddenly become very angry or upset’). Having control over 
one’s emotions or losing that control is conceptualised as keeping or losing one’s head. It 
appears that the head is perceived as a container used to keep a person’s feelings under control.  
In other cases, emotions are conceptualised in terms of the physical effect they have on the 
head, utilizing the metonymy THE EFFECT OF AN EMOTION FOR THE EMOTION. This 
is very obvious in the Slovene idiom kri je pognalo komu v glavo (EN blood rushed into sb’s 
head), which also means ‘to get angry.’ The notion of becoming angry is conceptualised in 
terms of an actual physical reaction a body has when a person gets angry. The same 
conventional knowledge and metonymy motivate the idiom pair biti vroče glave | be a 
hothead*. The expression is used in both languages to describe a person who is ‘impetuous or 
easily become(s) angry and violent’. Moreover, the ANGER IS HEAT metaphor motivates the 
use of adjectives vroče and hot while the head is characterised as a container that is affected by 
the heat that anger produces. On contrast, idioms keep a cool head | ohraniti hladno glavo* 
describe ‘the ability to stay calm and think clearly in a difficult situation’. In this case, the 
container (head) is not affected by emotion and corresponding changes in the body (heat) and 




7) Synthesis: meaning motivation in English and Slovene idioms 
 
There were English and Slovene idioms discussed the meanings of which are based on a single 
cognitive mechanism. For example, conventional knowledge underlies idioms like can count 
something on the fingers of one hand | prešteti kaj na prste ene roke, od glave do nog | from 
head to toe, stand/turn sth on its head | postaviti kaj na glavo. The meaning is grounded in 
people’s knowledge of the structure of body parts, position on the body, and personal bodily 
experience. Although there was not a high degree of equivalency found in this category, the 
knowledge that underlies these expressions can be understood by anyone since they are 
grounded in some of the most primary physical experiences. For example, expressions such as 
a list as long as your arm or head and shoulders above the rest can easily be understood by 
Slovenian learners of English because the mental scene created and the knowledge about the 
used body parts is familiar to all people. In some cases, for example with break a leg or imeti 
maslo na glavi more specific knowledge is needed to comprehend an idiom. This is a result of 
embodiment having a cultural dimension. The same goes for idioms such as put your head on 
the block and ask for sb's hand | zaprositi za roko koga where some knowledge about the 
beheading schema and the marriage proposal ceremonies from the past are needed to 
comprehend the metonymies used. 
The idioms ask for sb’s hand | zaprositi koga za roko are good examples of double motivation. 
THE HAND FOR THE PERSON metonymy is obvious, while we also employ some 
knowledge about the marriage ceremony where the couple is symbolically joined by the taking 
of the hand. We also have idioms in which three mechanisms, namely metaphor, metonymy 
and conventional knowledge, are employed in their meaning interpretation. Examples of such 
idioms include sb’s hands are tied | zvezati nekomu roke which were shown to be motivated by 
the metonymy THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY, the metaphor FREEDOM IS 
HAVING THE HANDS FREE, and some conventional knowledge about the use of the hands. 
Both languages employ all three cognitive mechanisms in the creation of idioms. Both English 
and Slovene make use of the following metonymies:  
 THE HAND STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
 THE HAND STANDS FOR THE ACTIVITY  
 THE HAND STANDS FOR CONTROL 
 THE LEG/FOOT STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
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 LEG/FOOT FOR THE ABILITY TO WALK 
 THE HEAD STANDS FOR THE PERSON 
 THE HEAD STAND FOR LIFE 
 THE HEAD STANDS FOR REASON (THINKING) 
Both languages also employ these metaphors:  
 FREEDOM (TO ACT) IS HAVING THE HANDS FREE (FOR ACTION)  
 CONTROL IS HOLDING IN THE HAND + MENTAL CONTROL IS PHYSICAL 
CONTROL 
 POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
 INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR HAND SOMEWHERE 
 RESPONSIBILITY IS HOLDING IN THE HAND  
 PROGRESS IS WALKING FORWARD 
 STABILITY OF SUCCESS IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
 MENTAL STABILITY IS PHYSICAL STABILITY 
 INVOLVEMENT IS PUTTING YOUR FEET SOMEWHERE 
 CONTROL/POWER IS STANDING OVER SOMETHING 
 THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR REASON/THOUGHTS/IDEAS 
 THE HEAD IS A CONTAINER FOR EMOTION  
Additional metaphors that were recognized in English and Slovene are MORAL/ ETHICAL IS 
CLEAN, AVAILABLE IS CLOSE, SECURITY/STABILITY IS SOLID GROUND, 
INSECURITY/INSTABILITY IS WATER, and INSTABILITY/UNCERTAINTY IS AIR, 
INVOLVEMENT IN A STATE OR SITUATION IS BEING IN A CONTAINER, EMOTION 
IS A MECHANICAL FORCE and EMOTIONAL EFFECT IS PHYSICAL CONTACT, 
PROBLEMS ARE OBSTACLES, etc. 
The metaphor THE RIGHT HAND IS THE GOOD ONE occurred only with the Slovene idiom 
imeti dve levi roki, however, it could be argued that the metaphor underlies the idiom sb’s right-
hand man/woman as well. A metonymy observed only in Slovene idioms is LEG/FOOT FOR 
THE ABILITY TO WALK, however, this metonymy seems to further motivate several 
metaphors that occur in English as well (e.g. PROGRESS IS WALKING FORWARD). 
The ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND, POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE 
HAND, and CONTROL IS UP metaphors were observed only with English hand idioms. The 
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idiom get cold feet was shown to be motivated by the metaphor BODY TEMPERATURE 
STANDS FOR FEAR, which occurred only in English as well. The metaphor PHYSICAL 
DISTANCE IS EMOTIONAL DISTANCE was also observed only with the English idiom at 
arm’s length. Furthermore, the metaphors SIGNIFICANT IS BIG and ATTENTION IS 
LOOKING were observed with English idioms. It appears all of these metaphors are either 
general conceptual metaphors stemming from different shared image schemas or are grounded 
in embodiment, more specifically in bodily experiences that people share.  
Differences in metaphors used can be ascribed to the cultural ingredient of idiom creation. In 
his work Metaphor in Culture, Kövecses (2005: 2) explains that the connection between 
metaphor and culture arises in a straightforward manner within the cognitive linguistic 
framework. Lakoff and Johnson argued that metaphor does not occur primarily in language but 
in thought. Thus, we do not just use metaphors in our language, but we live them. The shared 
understandings of different schemas, which anthropologists suggest are a large part of the 
definition of culture, can, therefore, often be metaphorical understandings. We use metaphors 
to understand various intangible concepts and the author stresses that this may become 
significant in the way we actually experience these concepts in a culture. According to this 
view, metaphors may be an inherent part of culture. 
As was shown in the thesis, metaphors are commonly based on embodied human experiences. 
For example, we have seen that we metaphorically view affection as warmth (Kövecses, 1986: 
101) because we correlate our childhood experiences of the loving embrace of adults with the 
accompanying comforting warmth of the body. This gives rise to the conceptual metaphor 
AFFECTION IS WARMTH. It seems natural that affection is universally conceptualized as 
warmth, rather than coldness. Learning primary metaphors like this one happens automatically 
and unconsciously. Because bodily warmth connected to affection is a universal bodily 
experience, the metaphor corresponding to it may be universal as well. In other words, universal 
primary experiences produce universal primary metaphors (Kövecses 2005: 3). 
In conclusion, both languages were presented to use the body parts hand (arm), foot (leg) and 
head to conceptualise the same concepts (e.g. control, freedom to act, involvement, mental 
stability, the stability of success, etc.), with a few differences in the emerging metonymies and 
metaphors connected to the body parts. Nevertheless, all of the conceptual mappings appear to 
be grounded in primary bodily experiences (shared by all, or most, humans), which can be an 





It has been shown in the thesis how Cognitive Linguistics, more specifically, the embodied 
view of linguistic meaning, puts emphasis on the importance of ordinary, human kinaesthetic 
experiences in understanding the relations between the mind and the body. Bodily experience 
has been presented as the experiential basis of our cognition. It is argued that embodiment 
shapes why particular body parts and expressions involving them convey the specific meanings 
they do (Kövecses 1996, Lakoff and Johnson 1999, Gibbs et al. 2004). It is also stressed that 
embodiment shapes people's intuitions about, and understanding of, the meaning of linguistic 
expressions (following Gibbs 2003). Concerning the database of somatic idioms used in the 
thesis, on the one hand, the potentially universal metaphors are based on shared human bodily 
experiences, in accordance with the embodiment hypothesis. On the other hand, because 
embodiment is truly the interaction between human experience and the physical, social and 
cultural environment, cultural variation of the meaning of somatic idioms is present in English 
and Slovene.  
Overall, the research supports and provides evidence for the Cognitive Linguistics view of 
idioms, according to which cognitive mechanisms such as conceptual metaphor, metonymy, 
and conventional (also cultural) knowledge play an exceptionally important role in motivating 
English and Slovene somatic expressions. All three mechanisms are shown to motivate idioms 
in both languages. Cross-linguistic differences can concern the literal meanings of expressions 
and the choice of specific conceptual mechanisms. Based on the English and Slovene idiom 
databases, the expressions appear in categories of total equivalence (the same body part used to 
express the same concepts), partial equivalence (a different body part used in one of the 
languages while the meaning stays the same), or no equivalence (a body part used only in one 
of the languages or no corresponding idiom found in one language). Idiom-equivalent pairs in 
which the same body part was used to convey the same meaning or concept were most frequent 
with the body part hand (arm), then the head, and the least examples of total equivalence were 
observed in idioms with the foot (leg) used. 
It has been shown that, on the one hand, the similarities between English and Slovene are the 
result of a universal motivation provided primarily by embodiment and the common 
experiential grounding of the specific linguistic expressions. Thus, the commonality between 
English and Slovene is rooted in the common knowledge about, and the common bodily 
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experiences with, the specific body parts. Even concerning English examples motivated by the 
ATTENTION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND or POSSESSION IS HOLDING IN THE HAND 
metaphors, which did not appear in the analysis of the Slovene ‘roka’ idioms, the speaker can 
understand the metaphor based on the shared bodily experience (paying attention to something 
you hold in the hand or owning it). On the other hand, the differences between English and 
Slovene are mostly the result of cultural preferences. Thus, different aspects of domains can be 
singled out in different languages, which can result in cross-cultural differences. Some 
expressions are based on specific knowledge (i.e. break a leg, imeti maslo na glavi) and their 
meaning cannot be discerned without having this knowledge, independent of our familiarity 
with the language. 
In sum, universal embodiment can lead to potentially universal conceptual metonymies and 
metaphors while differences in the cultural preferences influence the emergence of language-
specific metaphors. I would propose that idioms are far from being dead. They are very much 
alive in the processes of our everyday categorization and conceptualisation of abstract concepts. 
Our bodily experiences motivate the meanings of idiomatic expressions while the latter provide 




9) Povzetek  
 
Magistrsko delo vsebuje analizo angleških in slovenskih idiomov, osnovanih na delih telesa 
(roka, noga in glava). Naloga ponuja odgovore na vprašanja kot na primer, kakšni miselni 
procesi so vključeni pri nastanku idiomov in njihovih pomenov, kateri kognitivni mehanizmi 
so na delu pri teh procesih, ter kakšne koncepte v obeh jezikih predstavljajo izbrani deli telesa 
oziroma izrazi zanje. V skladu s teorijo konceptualne metafore Georga Lakoffa je v delu 
prikazano, kako pomembno vlogo igrajo vsakdanje, človeške telesne izkušnje pri razumevanju 
razmerij med umom in telesom. Telesne izkušnje namreč služijo kot izkustvena podlaga za naše 
razmišljanje in spoznanja o sebi in svetu. Naloga prikazuje, da prav utelešena kognicija (angl. 
embodiment) vpliva na pomene, ki jih pripisujemo določenim delom telesa in frazemom, ki le-
te vsebujejo, kot tudi na naše predvidevanje o pomenih in njihovo razumevanje.  
Raziskava predstavljena v nalogi podpira in dodatno dokazuje teorijo idiomov z vidika 
kognitivnega jezikoslovja, po kateri kognitivni mehanizmi, kot so konceptualne metafore, 
metonimije, ter splošno znanje v neki kulturi, igrajo izredno pomembno vlogo pri motivaciji 
pomenov frazemov. Uporaba vseh treh kognitivnih mehanizmov je prikazana pri idiomih v 
angleščini in slovenščini, medtem, ko sta pomen besednih zvez in izbira mehanizma v nekaterih 
primerih glede na jezik različna. V analizi se pojavijo različne kategorije ujemanja v pomenih 
in sestavi frazemov: kategorija popolnega ujemanja (isti del telesa uporabljen za opisovanje 
istega koncepta, oziroma enak pomen idioma), delno ujemanje (enak pomen idioma, vendar v 
enem od jezikov izražen z drugim delom telesa), ter kategorija neujemanja (del telesa 
uporabljen le v enem od jezikov, ali pa ustrezen idiom v drugem jeziku ni bil odkrit). Največ 
slovenskih in angleških idiomov z enakim pomenom je takih, ki vsebujejo del telesa roka, nekaj 
manj z besedo glava, najmanj pa si pomen deli tistih, ki so osnovani na delu telesa noga.    
Prikazano je, da so po eni strani podobnosti med angleščino in slovenščino rezultat univerzalne 
motivacije pomenov, ki izhaja predvsem iz našega splošnega znanja o človeškem telesu in 
vsakdanjih izkušenj, ki so skupne vsem ljudem. To je razvidno tudi iz metafor, ki se pojavijo le 
v enem od jezikov, njihov pomen pa je še vedno utemeljen na telesnih izkušnjah, ki jih tako 
lahko razumejo vsi ljudje, neodvisno od znanja jezika. Po drugi strani te razlike lahko pripišemo 
kulturnim preferencam. Poudarjeni so lahko različni aspekti konceptualnih domen, ki jih 
opisujemo, kar vodi v razlike med jeziki. Nekateri izrazi so osnovani na zelo specifičnem 
znanju, ki izhaja iz določene kulture in je nujno potrebno za razumevanje pomena idioma. To 
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dodatno dokazuje, da je utelešena kognicija interakcija med človeško izkušnjo ter fizičnim, 




10) References  
 
 Cacciari, C., and Tabossi, P. (eds.) 1993. Idioms: Processing, Structure, and 
Interpretation. New York: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
 Enfield, N. J., Majid, A., and van Staden, M. 2006. Cross-linguistic categorisation of 
the body: Introduction. Language Sciences, 28 (2): 137-147.  
Available: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langsci.2005.11.001 (9 Mar. 2019). 
 Gibbs, R. W. 2005. Embodiment and Cognitive Science. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Available: https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511805844 (25 Mar. 2019). 
 
 Gibbs, R. W. 2008. The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought. Santa Cruz, 
CA: University of California. 
 
 Gibbs, R. W. 2003. Embodied experience and linguistic meaning. Brain and Language, 
84 (1): 1-15. Available: https://doi.org/10.1016/S0093-934X(02)00517-5 (26 Aug. 
2019). 
 
 Gibbs, R. W., and O’Brien, J. E. 1990. Idioms and Mental Imagery: The Metaphorical 
Motivation for Idiomatic Meaning. Cognition, 36 (1): 35-68.  
Available: https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(90)90053-M (26 Aug. 2019). 
 
 Gibbs, R. W., Bogdanovich, J. M., Sykes, J.R., and Barr, D.J. 1997. Metaphor in 
Idiom Comprehension. Journal of Memory and Language, 37 (2): 141-154.  
Available: https://doi.org/10.1006/jmla.1996.2506 (26 Aug. 2019). 
 
 Gibbs, R. W. 1992. What do idioms really mean? Journal of Memory and Language, 






 Johnson, M. 1987. The body in the mind: The bodily basis of meaning, imagination, 
and reason. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
 Kövecses, Z. 2005. Metaphor in culture: Universality and variation. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 
 Kleinke, S., Kövecses, Z., Polzenhaen, F., and Vogelbacher S. (eds.) 2014. Cognitive 
Explorations Into Metaphor and Metonymy. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 
 
 Kövecses, Z., and Szabó, P. 1996. Idioms: A View from Cognitive Semantics. Applied 
Linguistics, 17 (3): 326-355. Available: https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/17.3.326 (24 
Apr. 2019). 
 
 Kövecses, Z. 1986. Metaphors of Anger, Pride, and Love: A Lexical Approach to the 
Study of Concepts. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 
 
 Kövecses, Z. 2010. Metaphor: A practical introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
 
 Lakoff, G. 1987. Women, fire and dangerous things: What categories reveal about the 
mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
 Lakoff, G., and Johnson, M. 1980. Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 
 
 Lakoff, G., and Johnson, M. 1999. Philosophy in the flesh: The embodied mind and its 
challenge to western thought. New York: Basic Books. 
 
 Langlotz, A. 2006. Idiomatic Creativity: A cognitive-linguistic model of idiom-
representation and idiom-variation in English [HUMAN COGNITIVE PROCESSING 





 Lexico. Oxford English and Spanish Dictionary, Thesaurus, and Spanish to English 
Translator. Available: https://www.lexico.com/ (16 Jul. 2020). 
 
 Maalej, Z. A., and Yu, N. (eds.) 2011. Embodiment via body parts: Studies from 
various languages and cultures. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company. 
 
 Nunberg, G., Sag, I. A., and Wasow, T. 1994. Idioms. Language, 70 (3): 491-538. 
Available: 10.1353/lan.1994.0007 (24 Apr. 2019). 
 
 Okoye, A., and Mmadike, B. 2016. Meaning and interpretation of Igbo body-parts 
based idioms. AFRREV IJAH: An International Journal of Arts and Humanities, 5 (3): 
104-119. Available: http://dx.doi.org/10.4314/ijah.v5i3.9 (10 Jun. 2020). 
 
 Pârlog, H., Brînzeu, P., and Pârlog, A. C. 2009. Translating the Body. Iași: Institutul 
European. 
 
 Štrakl, M. 2010. Hans Gross: Oče kriminalistike. Dissertation. Maribor: Univerza v 
Mariboru. Available: https://dk.um.si/Dokument.php?id=22465 (30 Jul. 2020).  
 
 Yu, N. Metaphor from body and culture. In R. W. Gibbs (ed.). 2008. The Cambridge 
handbook of metaphor and thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
 Reed, C. L. What Is the Body Schema? In Meltzoff A. N., Prinz W. 2002. The Imitative 
Mind: Development, Evolution and Brain Bases (Cambridge Studies in Cognitive and 
Perceptual Development). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Available: 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511489969 (24 Aug. 2019). 
 
 Tversky, B., Bauer M., J., and Zacks, J. On bodies and events. In Meltzoff A. N., and 
Prinz W. 2002. The Imitative Mind: Development, Evolution and Brain Bases 
(Cambridge Studies in Cognitive and Perceptual Development). Cambridge: Cambridge 





 Vianna, D., and Carrive, P. 2005. Changes in cutaneous and body temperature during 
and after conditioned fear to context in the rat. The European journal of neuroscience, 






 Keber, J. 2011. Slovar slovenskih frazemov. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC. 
 White, J G. 1998. Cambridge international dictionary of idioms. Cambridge: 







APPENDIX A: The database of hand (arm)/ roka idioms 
 
English idiom Meaning Slovene idiom English translation 
(where a different 
word is used) 
a list as long as your 
arm 
if you say a list is as long 
as your arm, you mean 
that it is very long 
    
cost (sb) an arm and 
a leg 
to be very expensive drag kot žafran cost as much as 
saffron 
could do sth with one 
arm/hand tied behind 
their back 
could do it very easily delati kaj z 
levo roko 
could do something 
with the left hand 
hold/keep sb at arm's 
length 
to not allow someone to 
become too friendly with 
you 
    
twist sb's arm to persuade someone to do 
something that they do not 




would give their right 
arm 
if someone would give 
their right arm for 
something, they would 
like it very much 
dal bi roko v 
ogenj  
would put their hand 
into fire  
an old hand someone who has done a 
particular job or activity 
for a long time and who 
can do it very well 
imeti izkušeno 
roko 
to have an 
experienced hand 
by hand by a person and not a 
machine 
na roko on hand 
be in hand if a plan or a situation is in 
hand, it is being dealt with 
    
be on hand to be near and ready if 
needed  
pri roki   
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can count sth on the 
fingers of one hand 
if you say that you can 
count things on the fingers 
of one hand, you are 
emphasizing that they are 
very rare 
prešteti kaj na 
prste ene roke 
  
close/near at hand very near pri roki   
first hand if you experience 
something first hand, you 
experience it yourself 
iz prve roke   
force sb's hand to make someone do 
something or to make 
someone do something 
sooner than they want to 
    
gain/get the upper 
hand 
gain a position of power 
and control over someone 
else 
    
get out of hand not be under control  uiti izpod rok get from under one's 
hands 
give sb a free hand to allow someone to do 
whatever they think is 










go hand in hand if two things go hand in 
hand, they exist together 
and are connected with 
each other 
iti z roko v 
roki 
  




have your fingers in 
between 
hold sb's hand to support someone when 
they are doing something 
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difficult or frightening by 
being with them  
keep your hand in to practise a skill often 
enough so that you do not 
lose the skill  
    
know sth like the 
back of your hand 
to know a place very well  poznati kaj kot 
lasten žep 
know sth like your 
own pocket 
lay a hand on sb to hurt someone      
lend (sb) a hand to help someone do 
something, especially 
something that involves 
physical effort 
    
live (from) hand to 
mouth 
to have just enough 
money to live on and 
nothing extra 
živeti iz rok v 
usta 
  
on the one hand ...on 
the other hand 
used to introduce a point 
of view, fact, or situation, 
followed by another that 
typically contrasts with it 
po eni … po 
drugi strani 
on one side … on the 
other side 
raise your hand 
against/to sb 
to hit someone, or to 
threaten to hit them 
dvigniti roko 
nad kom 
raise your hand over 
sb 
rule (sb) with an iron 
fist/hand 
to control a group of 
people very firmly having 
complete power over 




show your hand to tell people your plans 
or ideas, especially if you 
were keeping them secret 
before 
položiti vse 
karte na mizo 
put all your cards on 
the table 
the dead hand of sth something that stops 
progress from being made 
mrtva roka*   
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the left hand doesn't 
know what the right 
hand is doing 
something that you say 
which means that 
communication in an 
organization is bad so that 
one part does not know 
what is happening in 
another part 
leva roka ne 
ve, kaj dela 
desna 
  
the matter at/in hand the subject or situation 
that is being thought about 
or talked about 
    
try your hand at sth to try doing something for 
the first time 
    
turn your hand to sth if you say that someone 
could turn their hand to an 
activity or skill, you mean 
they could do it well 
although they have no 
experience of it  
    
all hands on deck/all 
hands to the pumps 
something that you say 
when everyone's help is 
needed, especially to do a 
lot of work in a short 
amount of time 
    
be in safe hands if someone or something 
is in safe hands, they are 
being looked after by 
someone who can be 
trusted 
biti v dobrih 
rokah 
be in good hands 
be in sb's hands to be dealt with or 
controlled by someone 
    
be out of sb's hands if a problem or decision is 
out of someone's hands, 





they are not responsible 
for it any more 
can't keep your hands 
off sb 
if you can't keep your 
hands off someone you 
are having a sexual 
relationship with, you 
touch them very often 
because you feel very 
attracted to them  
    
change hands to be sold by someone and 
bought by another person 
    
dirty your hands to become involved in bad 
activities that might spoil 
other people's opinions of 
you 
umazati si roke 
s čim 
  
fall into the wrong 
hands 
if something falls into the 
hands of a dangerous 
person or an enemy, the 
dangerous person or 
enemy starts to own or 
control it  
pasti v napačne 
roke 
  
get your hands dirty to involve yourself in all 
parts of a job, including 
the parts that are 
unpleasant, or involve 
hard, practical work  
    
get/lay your hands on 
sth 
to succeed in obtaining 
something 
dobiti kaj v 
roke 
  
have blood on your 
hands 





have sth on your 
hands 
if you have a difficult 
situation on your hands, 
you have to deal with it 
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have your hands full to be so busy that you do 





keep your hands 
clean 
to avoid becoming 
involved in any activities 
which are bad or illegal 
ostati čistih rok   
play into sb's hands to do something that gives 
someone else an 
advantage over you, 
although this was not your 
intention  
iti na roko 
komu 
  
sb's hands are tied if someone's hands are 
tied, they are not free to 
behave in the way that 




sit on your hands to do nothing about a 
problem or a situation that 
needs dealing with 
držati roke 
križem 
keep your hands 
crossed 
take matters into 
your own hands 
to deal with a problem 
yourself because the 
people who should have 
dealt with it have failed to 
do so  
držati vse v 
svojih rokah 
hold everything in 
your hands 
take sb/sth off sb's 
hands 
if someone or something 
is off someone's hands, 
they are not responsible 
for them any more 
    
take your life in/into 
your hands 
to do something 
dangerous 
vzeti življenje 
v svoje roke 
  
wash your hands of 
sb/sth 
to stop being involved 
with or responsible for 
someone or something, 
usually because they have 





caused too many problems 
for you 
wring your hands wring your hands to show 
that you are very sad or 
anxious about a situation 
but do nothing to improve 
it 
viti roke   
your life is in sb's 
hands 
if your life is in someone's 
hands, that person is 
completely responsible for 
what happens to you, 







someone who helps you 
with your work and who 
you depend upon 









braniti se z rokami in 
nogami 
defend yourself with hands and 
feet 
to try very hard to escape 
a situation 
delavne roke working hands hard working people 
dvigniti roko nase to raise a hand to yourself  to commit suicide 
imeti dve levi roki have two left hands to be very awkward with 
your hands 
imeti srečno roko [pri 
čem] 
have a lucky hand (at sth)* have luck in doing 
something 
iti z levo roko v desni 
žep 
go with your right hand into your 
left pocket  
to do something in a 
wrong, unsuitable way, 
not straight-forward 
iz druge roke second-hand* something that has had a 
previous owner 
pljuniti v roke to spit in your hands to start work 
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meti si roke rub one's hands* rub one's hands together 
to show keen satisfaction 
na desno roko, na levo 
roko 
on the right hand side, on the left 
hand side* 
to the right/left of oneself 
pasti v roke pravice fall into the hands of justice* to get arrested 
roka roko umiva one hand washes the other* mutual favors are 
exchanged 







APPENDIX B: The database of foot (leg)/ noga idioms 
 
English idiom  Meaning Slovene 
idiom  
English translation 
(where a different 
word is used) 
break a leg something that you say 
to wish someone good 
luck, especially before 
they perform in the 
theatre 
  
give sb a leg up to help someone to be 
more successful 
  
not have a leg to stand 
on 
to be in a situation where 
you cannot prove 
something 
  
pull sb's leg to tell someone 
something that is not 
true as a way of joking 
with them 
vleči koga za 
nos 
pull sb's nose 
be run/rushed off your 
feet 
to have to work very 
hard or very fast 
  
be under your feet if someone is under your 
feet, they annoy you 
because they are always 
near you in a way that 
makes it difficult for you 




wind around your 
feet 
cut the ground from 
under sb/sb's feet 
to make someone or 
their ideas seem less 
good, especially by 
doing something before 
them or better than them 
 
 (agent -> patient) to 




drag your feet/heels to deal with something 
slowly because you do 
not really want to do it 
  
find your feet to become familiar with 
a new place or situation 
  
get cold feet to suddenly become too 
frightened to do 
something you had 
planned to do, especially 
something important like 
getting married 
  
get your feet wet to experience something 
for the first time, 
especially something 
that involves taking a 
risk 
  
have itchy feet to want to travel or to do 
something different 
~ koga srbijo 
pete  
have itchy heels ('to 
want to dance') 
have the world at your 
feet 
someone who has the 
world at their feet is 
extremely successful and 
popular 
imeti cel svet 
pod nogami  
 
keep your/both feet on 
the ground 
to be very practical and 





jump in feet first to become involved in 
something very qickly, 
often without thinking 
carefully about it first 
  
land on your feet to be lucky or successful 







pull the rug from under 
sb's feet 
to suddenly take away 
help or support from 
someone, or to suddenly 
do something which 







throw logs under sb's 
feet/ trip sb with 
your foot 
put your feet up to relax, especially by 
sitting with your feet 
supported above the 
ground 
  
stand on your own two 
feet 






sweep sb off their feet if someone sweeps you 
off your feet, you fall 
suddenly and completely 
in love with them 
zmešati komu 
glavo 
make someone lose 
their head* 
think on your feet to think and react qickly, 
especially in a situation 
where things are 
happening very fast 
  
get a/your foot in the 
door 
to start working at a low 
level in an organization 
because you want a 
better job in the same 
organization in the 
future 
  
get off/ start off on the 
wrong foot 
to start an activity badly; 
a relationship starts 
badly, often with an 
argument 
~ vstati z levo 
nogo 
to get out of bed 
with your left leg 
have one foot in the 
grave 
to be very old and likely 
to die soon 
biti z eno nogo v grobu 
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have/keep a foot in both 
camps 
to be involved with two 
groups of people who 
often have very different 




to sit on both stools 
at the same time 
not put a foot wrong to not make any 
mistakes 
  
put your best foot 
forward 
to do something as well 
as you can 
  
put your foot down to tell someone in a 
strong way that they 
must do something or 
that they must stop doing 
something 
udariti z roko 
po mizi 
to bang your hand 
against the table 
put your foot in it (in 
your mouth) 
to say something by 
accident which 
embarrasses or upsets 
someone 
  
shoot yourself in the 
foot 
to do or say something 
stupid which causes 
problems for you 
  
 
Additional Slovenian idioms Literal translation/counterpart 
idiom* 
Meaning 
izgubiti tla pod nogami lose ground* to become less 
popular or to be 
given less support 
kolikor noge nesejo koga as fast as your legs take you walk/run as fast as 
you can 
od glave do nog/od nog do 
glave 
head-to-toe* sth that covers or 




tla pod nogami gorijo komu the ground under sb's feet is on 
fire 
someone is in 
distress, pressed for 
time 
tla se majejo [pod 
nogami] komu 
the ground under sb's feet is 
shaking 
someone is in a hard, 
unenviable position 





APPENDIX C: The database of head/glava idioms 
 
English idiom Meaning Slovenian 
idiom 
English translation 
(where a different 
word is used) 
a wise head on 
young shoulders 
a child or young person 
who thinks and talks like 
an older person who has 
more experience of life 
  
be banging/hitting 
your head against a 
brick wall 
to keep asking someone to 
do something which they 
never do  
riniti z glavo 
skozi zid 
to push your head 
through a wall 
be hanging over 
your head 
if something is hanging 
over you, it is causing you 
to worry all the time 
nekaj komu visi 
nad glavo* 
have a stirred up 
head 
be head over heels 
(in love) 
to be in love with someone 
very much, especially at 




to have a “stirred” 
head  
be in over your head to be involved in a 
situation that is too 
difficult for you to deal 
with 
imeti česa čez 
glavo, imeti 
česa prek glave  
have something 
over your head  
be out of your head to be crazy 
 
 
bury your head in 
the sand 
to refuse to think about an 
unpleasant situation, 
hoping that it will improve 
so that you will not have to 
deal with it 
skrivanje glave 
v pesek 
hide your head in 
the sand 
can't make head 
nor/or tail of sth 
to not be able to 
understand something at all 
nekaj je brez 
glave in repa 




get your head 
around sth 
to be able to understand 
something 
  
get/put your head 
down 
to sleep for a short while 
  
give sb their head to allow someone the 
freedom to do what they 
want 
  
go head to head to compete with someone 
directly 
ena na ena 
 
go over sb's head if a piece of information 
goes over someone's head, 
they do not understand it 
  
go to sb's head if success goes to 
someone's head, it makes 
them believe they are more 
important than they are 
stopiti nekomu 
v glavo 
to step in sb's head 
hang your head (in 
shame) 
to be ashamed povesiti glavo* 
 
have a good head on 
your shoulders 
to be clever imeti kaj [več] 
soli v glavi 
to have some 
[more] salt in your 
head 
have your head in 
the clouds 
to not know what is really 
happening around you 
because you are paying too 




to live in the clouds 
have your head 
screwed on (the 
right way) 
if someone has their head 
screwed on the right way, 
they do not do stupid 
things 
imeti glavo na 
pravem mestu 
have your head in 
the right place 
head and shoulders 
above [the others/the 
rest etc.] 
much better than other 
similar people or things 





hold your head up 
high 





keep a cool head the ability to stay calm and 





keep your head to stay calm, especially in 




to keep cool blood 
keep your head 
above water 
to have just enough money 





keep your head 
down 
to do or say as little as 
possible in order to avoid 
problems or arguments 
  
let your heart rule 
your head 
to do something because 
you want to rather than for 
practical reasons 
misliti bolj s 
srcem kot z 
glavo 
to think more with 
your heart than your 
head 
lose your head to suddenly become very 
angry or upset 
izgubiti živce lose your nerves 
off the top of your 
head 
if you say something off 
the top of your head, you 
say it without thinking 
about it for very long or 
looking at something that 
has been written about it 
iz glave* from your head 
put ideas into sb's 
head 
to make someone want to 
do something they had not 




stand/turn sth on its 
head 
to make an idea or belief 
the opposite of what it was 
before 





take it into your 
head to do sth 
to decide to do something, 
often something that seems 
silly or surprising 
  
the head of the 
family 
one who earns money or 
makes decisions for the 
rest of the family 
glava družine* 
 
heads will roll something that you say 
which means people will 
lose their jobs as 




heads will fly 
put your head/neck 
on the block 
to risk doing something 
which will make other 
people lose their good 
opinion of you if it fails  
  
put their heads 
together 
if a group of people put 
their heads together, they 
think about something in 
order to get ideas or to 
solve a problem 
stakniti glave* 
 
soft in the head  stupid or crazy  
  
turn heads if something or someone 
turns heads, people notice 
them because they look 










bati se za svojo glavo fear for your head fear for your life 
čez glavo je kje česa sth is over one's head 
somewhere 
there is too much of sth 
dobiti jih po glavi get them on your head get scolded, beaten  
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imeti glavo za kaj have a (good) head for 
something* 
to have a natural ability to do 
something well 
imeti maslo na glavi  have butter on your head to be guilty of something 
imeti polno glavo 
česa 
have your head full of 
something 
be completely consumed by thoughts 
about sth 
imeti prazno glavo be empty-headed* unintelligent and foolish 
imeti slamo v glavi have straw in your head  not know anything 
imeti sršene v glavi have hornets in your 
head 
have a restless mind 
komu se je posvetilo 
v glavi 
a light has turned on in 
sb's head / 
to dawn on sb* 
to become known or obvious to 
someone, often suddenly 
kri je pognalo komu v 
glavo 
blood rushed into sb's 
head 
to get angry 
nositi glavo naprodaj, 
nositi glavo v torbi 
to carry your head on 
sale, carry your head in a 
bag 
to risk your life 
nositi kaj na glavi on one's head* 
also, on one's own head 
to have sth on your conscience 
biti vroče glave be a hothead* be impetuous or easily become angry 
and violent 
od glave do nog head to toe* in entirety  
odnesti celo glavo take away your head 
intact / save one's hide* 
escape from danger or difficulty 
oprati komu glavo  to brainwash someone* to make someone believe something 
by repeatedly telling them that it 
is true and preventing any 
other information from reaching them 
pametna glava a smart head a smart person 
plačati z glavo pay with your head to die, be killed 
sedeti komu na glavi sit on sb's head / get in 
sb's hair* 




razbijati si glavo [s 
čim] 
rack your brains* to think very hard, usually in order to 
remember something or to fmd a 
solution to a problem 
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